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	1. The First War Games

_AN: This story is set several years after the end of Halo 4 (and likely 5). To date, humanity and Sangheili have allied themselves (and the Grunts) into the Alliance, and the Kig-Yar are pirates that both sides, the Alliance and the Old Covenant, are trying to exterminate. The Old Covenant is made of the Brutes and Hunters. The engineers and bugs have disappeared – no one knows where, but they're gone gone gone. The Prophets are all either dead thanks to several targeted assassinations or under heavy guard on the Brute homeworld. For this story, though, that shouldn't matter. But now you know._

**Chapter 1: The First War Game**

Thel 'Vadam observed his chosen warriors, clicking his mandibles in satisfaction. Each had been tested in war before and looked forward to the upcoming contest.

There were three Sangheili facing him. Each was armored in the red and gold of the highest of Majors. Two had been his childhood friends, Kalam 'Vadamee and Dakur 'Vadamee. They could have been twins; the same height, with the same dusky brown leathery skin and slit-pupil yellow eyes that struck fear into humans. The only differences were in their jaw length – Dakur had the long, proud mandibles of a noble bloodline, while Kalam's mandibles were shorter and stockier, more crowded with teeth.

Thel had known the third only for half of their lives – they were roughly the same age, Thel guessed – but Ava 'Taham was well-known throughout the fleet. Half-brother to the infamous Usze 'Taham, son of Toha Sumai by another female Sangheili, Ava 'Taham was slightly smaller than his half-brother but more cunning and faster. He preferred the deep purple Assault Harness as his armor, though for this battle he had upgraded to the Major armor – they'd need it, against their opponents.

Across the stadium, Thel knew without looking, his human friend and ally was preparing his own forces. The Demon had agreed to this spectacle both to appease the tensions between Sangheili and humans and to keep everyone in fighting trim.

The scoreboards around the stadium had been specially refitted for the battle. They would display the score for each team. Every opponent removed from the battlefield would count as ten points; disabling hits were five; damaging hits were only one point.

Thel's warriors were armed with Sangheili-style plasma rifles and Carbines, but instead of live ammunition, they would fire a paint-filled substitute. Thel looked forward to seeing how accurate the "paint balls" would be.

Thel looked around the stadium. Most of the audience was human; there were few Sangheili yet on Earth. The seats were packed, however; the chance to see the Spartan-IIs, at least, had drawn a crowd. Humans moved between sections of seating, laughing, yelling, and screaming at each other. There was no hostility, however, and Thel turned around to survey the arena.

The ground was firmly-packed dirt under his hooves. He would have good traction. Several pillars had been erected between him and the opposition, varying widely in width and height. There were a few that he could stand behind; others would require that he crouch or even lie on his stomach. The pillars were spaced so that the crowd could watch everything, which meant it would be difficult to move between them without presenting an opportunity to be shot.

There was even a cave dug into the floor. The inside, Thel guessed, would be narrow and low. A good place to be ambushed. He decided they should avoid it.

The four green-armored Spartan IIs on the other end of the stadium sparkled slightly in the light of Earth's single yellow sun. A moderate example of a star, Sol produced just enough heat and light to keep everything on the planet alive, but would burn the thin skin of the humans if they remained too long outside in it. Thel had met several darker-skinned humans who didn't seem to have this problem, and it made him wonder how the paler skin came to dominate the race.

Across the stadium, the four green soldiers raised their rifles in salute; Thel and his team did the same. The match would start momentarily. Thel was looking forward to beginning.

_~~HALO~~_

John, receiving the reply salute with a slight grin, turned to his siblings. They were eager to get started; all had been feeling the pull of boredom and tranquility slowing their reflexes. Being back in a battle, even a mock-up like this, would be fun. And it would distract the world, for a few days at least, from the grim situation humanity faced.

"Let's kick ass," Kelly laughed, crouching at the edge of their starting square. Fred chuckled deeply over the radio; Linda, armed with a regular rifle instead of a sniper rifle because paint balls were anything but accurate at long distances, shifted and swiped a quick Spartan-smile across her faceplate. John returned it silently.

To honor the first game of the new War Games, Admiral Terrence Hood himself had come out of retirement to set off the starting cannon. The crowd hushed expectantly as he took to the stage in the pulpit overseeing the stadium; John turned with the silence and found the man. The Spartan, from this distance, could barely make out the grey of his hair, though up close he knew it was closer to white now.

The Admiral's wife and children were in the pulpit as well, John knew. He'd greeted them all when they had arrived; Terry, at least, would never had forgiven him if he hadn't. Little Jonathan – born the day after the original Human-Sangheili Alliance had been finalized – had, as per his usual, latched onto the Spartan's armor and refused to let go until the Chief agreed to come over and spend some time working with the boy on his martial arts. That, of course, meant that Lucy, two years older than the five-year-old clinging to John's armor, had to insist on another tea party with the Chief. Then Kade, with all the seriousness of his thirteen years, had asked if the Spartan would help him on a school project. Terry and his wife had laughed at the antics of their children but the weariness in their eyes made it clear to the Spartan that they could use the break, so he had agreed to take charge of all three younglings after the games and give the pair some time to themselves. Now he just needed to make sure it was alright with his siblings, with whom he still lived.

A lot had changed since the end of hostilities. After finally putting down the Covenant Loyalists, defeating the Didact – at the cost of Cortana's life, which still hurt John deeply – and chasing off the remnants of the Jackal and Brute nations, humanity was – finally – returning to peace. They were trying to, at least; snags like having too few bodies, too little space, and too long a wait to train the next generation meant that even super-soldiers like the Spartans found themselves working on crews clearing the debris from space battle-fields, escorting science ships on their quest for terraformable planets, and other small but vital jobs that never seemed to run out.

To add to the difficulties of trying to find homes for everyone who had been displaced during the war, the Sangheili had found out that extended close proximity with humans meant new and strange diseases were starting to cross the species boundary. Thel 'Vadam had caught a variant of the nearly-extinct chickenpox; John and Fred had fallen, in turn, to a Sangheili illness popularly called Scales for the hard, shiny patches of skin that were its main symptom. Kelly and Linda, so far, hadn't caught anything, and nothing had proven deadly. Everyone simply had to build up their immune systems. The humans were clearly faster at it than the Elites, the Spartans fastest of all. It had taken Fred and John a week to kick the illness which had hospitalized nearly half of the base they'd been in at the time, a month after the Sangheili had set up a permanent HQ just next door.

But the Arbiter's endurance had been tested as he willed himself _not_ to itch at the spots along his neck and arms – and under his armor, for all John knew – and had made for several days of limited patience on behalf of the Sangheili leader. That, in turn, had led to a slowing of the rush to figure everything out, which had given everyone a well-deserved – and timely – break from the frantic rebuilding.

That had been two years ago, though; now Thel seemed immune to everything that humans could throw at him, unwittingly or not, though new arrivals from Sanghelios were being treated with vaccines. Few humans made the trip to Sanghelios; not only were they much busier on Earth and around it, but few were willing to visit the entirely alien planet. John was hoping to be sent as protection detail when Earth finally got around to sending over an embassy, though.

Admiral Hood stepped up to the pulpit's microphone and cleared his throat. The speakers boomed and everyone hushed to listen to the idolized man's words.

"Welcome to the very first War Games," Admiral Hood said, pacing his words so that the echo in the stadium didn't render his words insensible. "First of what we hope will be _many_ such tests of prowess between the best of humanity and the best of Sangheili. Now that peace reigns in our galaxy, we turn to pastimes enjoyed by our ancestors like the Olympics and professional sports once again, and to the roster, we now add the War Games. For now, only two teams have agreed to entertain us all with their hard-won skills. The home team for this game is the Demons."

John smirked. The name had been chosen carefully. Since the Spartan-IVs were multiplying quickly, "Spartan" generally referred to the fourth-generation super soldiers now, instead of the IIs. However, "Demons" was a name that had put fear into many an alien species, and it only referred to the green-armored Spartan IIs.

True, there were only four of them left. They were still the Demons, still the strongest, fastest, and meanest soldiers humanity could field. Even with their hair greying – or even going white, like Fred's - John knew his team could fight circles around almost all of the Spartan IVs. It wasn't a point of particular pride, to him; he was, in fact, faintly uncomfortable with the knowledge. When they died – and at this point, no one knew if he and his siblings would enjoy the hundred-odd more years their lifespans could account for or if a new enemy would do them in before then – it would be up the IVs to take their place at the forefront of humanity's defenses.

The four Spartans raised their right arms in salute as the stadium roared with cheers. Their trademark green armor shone in the sun. Out of deference for the soldiers who had sacrificed so much for humanity, no Spartan-IV chose the same green color or even anything close. So the green of the MJOLNIR, tinged with the gold sparkle of shielding, was purely Demon.

"And the visiting team, the Sangheili Phantoms," Hood continued when it had quieted. On their side of the stadium, the Sangheili raised their arms in tribute as well; though there was cheering for them as well, it was less enthusiastic than it had been for the Demons.

"The game will begin on the sound of the cannon," Hood said. Everyone present already had a pamphlet explaining the rules of the game – there weren't many. Medics were standing by in the tunnels leading into the stadium, ready to help anyone who was seriously injured in the battle, but unless the battle devolved into fist fights, it was unlikely that they would be needed.

John picked his target as Hood prepared to sound the cannon; the Spartan would sprint for a close-by half-wall and crouch behind it. Kelly was choosing a target further out into the field, but she was faster – she would probably get there safely. Fred and Linda were going to stick together, as they usually did in training nowadays, and take control of the cave in the middle of the stadium – hopefully.

The cannon boomed through the stadium and all four Demons shot forward. John saw Thel and his Sangheili do the same, though they were slightly slower; he didn't bother trying to hit them. The paintballs had an effective range of about ten meters; after that, they would be almost useless. It was an old technology, but no one wanted to play without their armor, and the usual numbing rounds wouldn't work without seriously tampering with everyone's armor, which no one was willing to do.

John slid to one knee behind the half-wall, peering over the top. Thel was the closest target, standing twenty meters away behind a tall pillar. Dakur and Kalam were apparently going to challenge Fred and Linda for the cave, while Ava was moving towards Kelly.

Thel peeked around his cover; John raised his rifle and fired, though the Elite's faceplate was barely showing. The paintball swung wide, but the Arbiter ducked back quickly. John took advantage of his friend's movement to advance, jigging to the right to keep from accidentally running into either Ava or Kelly. He could hear the sharp crack of Linda and Fred firing – they'd engaged for the cave, then.

John knelt behind another half-wall, near the side, and looked around it at the pillar. Thel shot off a pair of rounds; the Spartan pulled his head back in before the Arbiter could recalibrate his aim for the paint balls' spin.

Then, fluidly, John rose to his feet, turning shoulder-on to Thel and one-handing his rifle. It definitely _looked_ cool, but his aim was terrible as a result, and the Arbiter quickly ducked back behind his pillar.

Despite knowing that nothing on the battlefield could truly hurt him, John felt adrenaline coursing through his veins. It was a heady drug; he laughed and jumped over his covering wall, dashing behind a full-height pillar.

"I'm out," Linda said over the radio. John glanced over; the Spartan was walking off the field with Dakur, both splashed liberally with paint balls, enough that they had judged themselves "killed."

"Kamikaze," Fred huffed over the radio. That told John that Linda had stormed the Sangheili position, sacrificing herself to remove at least one of their opponents. "Kalam's injured – not sure how, yet. He hasn't moved and I don't want to expose myself."

"Where are you?" Kelly asked. "Ava's playing chicken and I'm about done here."

"In the cave, on our side. He could flank me at this point. If you lure Ava down here, I can take him out."

"I've got Thel," John said into the radio. He rolled slightly, peeking around the pillar, but he couldn't see the Arbiter.

"We figured you would," Kelly laughed. "I'm coming your way, Fred. ETA ten seconds."

Fred pitched his voice low, silkily. "Come to me, Kelly," he purred. Kelly snorted into the radio – she would have words with the playful Spartan when this was over.

John refocused on his task. He couldn't spot the Arbiter when looking out from his pillar. The audience wasn't giving him any help; they were probably shouting _something_ he could use, at least a few of them, but the noise devolved into a near-constant roar.

"Ah! Son of a bitch!" Kelly cursed, drawing John's attention. "I'm out." She huffed. "Kalam was waiting in an ambush. He _knew_ I would lure Ava in to Fred."

"They know us well," John reminded his team. "You're dead, Kelly, so technically we shouldn't know about Kalam ambushing you." He and Fred were left against three Elites, one of them the Arbiter. He glanced over; Kelly was scrubbing at her faceplate clear as she tried to clear the battlefield and walked _right_ into a pillar.

"Son of a bitch."

John chuckled, shaking his head. They were all having far too much fun – they'd forgotten that this was actually a mock-battle, and that there were people watching. They were behaving like children.

"Well, since we're just making fools out of ourselves, John, care to go out with a bang?" Fred drawled. "And, Kelly, darling, you're about to run into another pillar. To the left." Kelly moved to her left and hit the pillar. Fred sniggered. "My left, dear."

"I'll show you left when you get out of there," Kelly growled. Linda hurried back onto the battlefield and escorted her sister out of the maze of pillars, using a cloth to clear Kelly's faceplate.

John cleared his throat. "What did you have in mind?" he asked Fred, already moving towards his brother's position. He darted quickly between pillars. Now the Spartans were outnumbered, and his blood was singing in anticipation.

Someone shot at him a few times, but nothing impacted; John slid into the cave and Fred grabbed his wrist, pulling him down behind a concrete boulder. They hunkered, hip to hip, each facing one of the entrances of the cave.

"Now we're trapped," John noted calmly.

"And they can either come in after us – which would be suicide – or they can wait for us to come out."

"Which would be suicide for us."

"Have some faith, brother mine," Fred scolded. "They don't know which side we'll come out. Where would you be, knowing that?"

"On top of the system so I could watch both ends. But Thel's got three Sangheili to work with."

Fred nodded. "One at each end, and one in the middle to go help whoever ends up catching the rabbit." John tilted his head – it would make sense.

"So what's your plan?" he asked suspiciously.

"Collapse the cave."

"That's nice. Do you have a grenade? Or were you planning on pulling it down on top of us?"

"You're getting sarcastic, John."

"You're being mysterious, Fred. We're running out of time."

"This ceiling isn't all that thick. I figure we can bring it down by weakening a few key pillars." He pointed to the rock pillars that were holding up the cave. "Then we'll have to break the last one from the lip of the cave and get the hell outta Dodge before it all comes crashing down."

"Alright. I'll take the left."

"Just be careful. I _don't_ want it all coming down on us, 'cause then they'd win, and we're not supposed to lose here."

John snorted and slung his rifle. He lifted a rock and crossed the cave. A few well-placed blows brought down the first pillar; he moved on to the second. When he had cleared five, the ceiling started buckling.

"I think that's it!" Fred yelled, already darting towards the western opening. John followed him – if nothing else, they could surprise the Sangheili waiting on that side – and side-armed his rock back into the cave, bouncing it off of an already-stressed pillar. The rock column broke and the entire cave collapsed.

Fred laughed, sprinting out of the chaos. John was on his heels and they barely cleared the destruction.

Out of the corner of his eye, John saw a flash of red armor and turned, firing automatically. He caught the Sangheili – it had to be Kalam – in the chest, and felt the impact of a paint ball on his right arm. The armor had been tinkered with so they could at least feel the impact. He switched gun hands – his right arm was "disabled" now – and turned, protecting Fred's back.

Kalam submitted to his defeat, though, and raised his rifle in salute. The Sangheili thrashing in the ruins of the cave system was Thel. That left only Ava on the field, facing two Demons. The odds had turned.

Kalam helped the Arbiter extract himself from waist-deep dirt and they trooped off the battlefield. John couldn't spot Ava and crouched behind a half-wall with Fred, peering over the top.

"Alright, that was my shining moment. Time for you to shine, Demon." Fred smacked John on the shoulder, a grin in his voice.

"You're way too cheerful," John scolded. "This is supposed to be a mock battle."

"This is supposed to give people something to concentrate on other than rebuilding their homes, families, and lives," Fred replied seriously. "Really, John, did you think they'd come here if it was just to see a battle? They've seen battles. Most of them have probably been in one – or got displaced by one. They came here to see _us_ play around with the Sangheili."

John glanced at his brother, quietly shocked. "It's still a mock battle."

"John, if we could have convinced the Sangheili to play soccer or football or even rugby, _that's_ what we'd be doing right now, instead of a mock battle."

John suddenly had a flash-vision of the Arbiter trying to kick a soccer ball with his hooves. "Maybe we still can…" he mused quietly.

"What?"

"Nothing, Fred. Let's get Ava."

"Alright. Remember, we're not here to dominate, we're here to be actors."

"They're looking for a play, not a battle," John agreed, looking up into the stands. "Then why not give them both?"

"Whatcha got in mind, Chief?"

John frowned. He wasn't exactly creative – he could tactically analyze a situation with the best of his commanders, but he wasn't one for inventing historical attacks. If anyone could have heard his thoughts, though, they would have laughed themselves sick. The Spartan Jump, the Bomb Planter, the Frisbee of Death, the Thrown Shield – those were all common-use names for some of the maneuvers that had been used by the Chief himself that few could replicate.

"I'm down an arm," the Chief mused, wiggling his right hand. Fred nodded. "I can lure him into the open, you can take him down."

"An ambush on the ambusher? I like it. Not your most creative plan, but I think it'll work."

"Well, if I'd known I was supposed to be _creative_…" John bumped shoulders with Fred and then stood, leaving his rifle with his brother. He sprinted between pillars, looking for a flash of gold and red armor.

He found Ava on the other side of the arena. The Sangheili was untouched, his armor only slightly dusty from the collapse of the cave. John slid into the pillar the Sangheili was hiding behind. He heard Ava roar on the other side.

_Time to run_, John thought to himself. He took off, jigging right and left as he ran. He could hear Ava following and turned several tight corners. When he was sure the Sangheili couldn't see him, the Chief ducked behind a wall, crouching on one knee. The dust of his arrival formed a thin screen; Ava pounded past, not even glancing into the swirling dust to his left.

John leapt back up and the audience's roaring audibly increased in pitch and volume both. It alerted Ava to a change, and the Sangheili ducked back into cover. John quickly climbed a tall pillar, knowing the Sangheili would not think to look up; he looked down on Ava's helmet and then clicked his radio signal.

Fred's voice, over the radio, sounded amused. "You look like a giant, green robotic monkey, John," he commented. "Then again, so do I…"

John looked across the battlefield and found that Fred had had the same idea. They were nearly eye-level but fifty meters apart. Fred had hunkered down so that only his helmet peeked over the top of his pillar.

Below John, Ava was on the move again. He knew that staying still would mean "death" and was unconsciously moving towards Fred.

"I wish you'd taken your rifle," Fred murmured as they waited patiently for Ava to step into the clearing between the pair. "Then we could ambush him from both sides."

"When he's in position, throw it to me," John suggested.

"You _are_ enjoying this."

"Very much so." John checked Ava's progress. "He's going the wrong way."

"Herding him back in." Fred ducked further behind his pillar and then fired; the bullets hit the dirt in front of the Sangheili, who turned – thinking the attack had come from someone behind a pillar in front of him, clearly – back towards the clearing the Spartans waited above.

"Coming in hot," Fred chuckled. "Ready?"

"Green," John replied, gathering himself. Ava didn't cross into the clearing, at least not immediately, but the pair of green-armored Demons were more than patient enough to wait. Like a deer testing the security of a meadow, Ava looked warily around, walking carefully and keeping his rifle to his shoulder.

"Now?" Fred asked lazily.

"Now," John confirmed. He jumped into clear space, pushing off of the pillar with his legs; Fred did the same and, mid-motion, hurled a rifle at his brother. John caught it in his left hand and both Spartans landed with identical thumps on either side of Ava. In perfect unison, they dropped to one knee and opened fire. The Sangheili roared in surprise as the paint immediately turned him a light green.

John slung his rifle and stood; Ava was _clearly_ "dead" as almost his full torso was painted. Fred did the same, grinning. The crowd cheered wildly.

"Nice moves, boys," Kelly laughed, coming back onto the field. The other combatants followed her and they all traded handshakes; the Arbiter handed Ava an already-stained rag, which he used to clean up the worst of the paint mess.

"Well played, Demon," Thel said, chuckling deep in his throat and shaking John's hand.

"And you, Arbiter," John replied, grinning. "I look forward to another match."

"As do I."

They lined back up into their teams as Lord Hood stood back up to end the ceremony. He congratulated the winners and praised the athleticism and teamwork – carefully, John noted, the former admiral did _not_ mention traits that were solely used in war, like handling rifles and confusing the enemy – of both groups. There would be more War Games, he assured the audience, who were slightly disheartened by the speed with which the match had concluded, and larger teams next time, and a larger arena. This had been a prototype.

"Where next, O Mighty Chief?" Kelly asked when the former admiral had finished speaking and dismissed the Spartans and Sangheili. She slung an arm around her brother's shoulders, having to stretch upward slightly to do it.

"I have to see Terry and the kids," John replied, handing a field aide his modified rifle.

"Another tea party?" Kelly guessed, sniggering.

"Lucy can't wait to show you her makeup skills," John replied blandly.

"Touché," Kelly laughed.

"They'll be coming over tonight."

"Does that mean I have to clean up the house?"

"At least," John told her, mock-sternly.

The Spartan's house, situated on a base though it was, was the most civilian thing they owned, but it still fit the Spartan lifestyle. They had each had a private room, originally, but years of separation and the need to be close meant they all bunked together in one of the bedrooms.

Their beds were clean, soldier-like cots, which they were most comfortable on. Each had a dresser filled with fatigues, though each was also required to keep their dress uniform and at least one change of civilian clothing on hand at all times. They hung their dress uniforms in the room's closet.

One of the other rooms had been devoted to studying and leisurely activities such as reading. It was filled with terminals and holoscreens and comfortable chairs. Another room was filled with training equipment, and the basement had been converted to a half-length rifle range. They tested a lot of weapons down there, including ones they technically weren't supposed to have.

Another room was devoted to "public space" – in most homes, it would be a living room, but the Spartans referred to it as the parlor. It was where they entertained their rare guest, playing games amongst themselves or with visitors, and watched nightly news casts of the rebuilding process.

The living room abutted the kitchen, which was small but decently stocked. Linda had found a new hobby in cooking and would spend hours every day trying out new recipes. She enjoyed, especially, making fresh foods into delicious foods, which her siblings teased were even starting to look edible after months of tinkering and practice. She did all the cooking for them, and John knew that, without their vigorous daily training routines, they would have all gained fat weight within the last few years of leisure, especially the past couple of months after Linda discovered the wonder of cakes and pastries.

Fred, on the other hand, had found a secret passion in writing – poetry, stories, memoirs, diary entries, it didn't matter what it was so long as he could write it. Several of his works had been published under a pseudonym, F. K. Smith, to news sites and even several magazines. His subjects ranged from light-hearted contemplation of household chores to serious tactical evaluations of battles he'd been in. No one in the world except the trio of Spartans and Sylvia, the AI who encrypted Fred's works so that he could publish them anonymously, knew that F. K. Smith had actually fought in most of the battle he discussed.

Kelly was still convinced that she could improve her speed and enjoyed learning about and then tinkering with their armor. She was becoming quite the engineer; they could all repair their armor to a certain extent, but she could now practically build it from scratch. She often tested her newest innovation in the basement rifle range so no one could be injured by a malfunction. Most of her inventions didn't work out, but she never grew tired of failure.

John himself spent his down time now reading science fiction and fantasy novels, mostly written before the war – once the war started, after all, few people were paying attention to fantasy worlds because the call of their own was so overwhelming – or visiting various friends. Terry Hood and his family, especially, had become used to seeing the Spartan once a week, and John had unwittingly taken on the status of "babysitter" years ago. Jonathan, Lucy, and Kade had adopted the Spartan as a big brother, which suited everyone.


	2. Sleepover at the Spartans' House

**Chapter 2: Sleepover at the Spartans' House**

Linda came with him to see the admiral and his family. Jonathan immediately latched onto John's armor, climbing up to the man's shoulder; though small for his age, the boy was exceptionally agile, to the extent that John considered teaching him acrobatics and how to tumble. The boy's blue eyes were a twin to John's own, when the Spartan had been that age, though no one but his fellow Spartans knew it, and they never mentioned the similarity.

"John, John, you were so cool!" he squealed, giggling and pulling the big man's helmet off – John unlatched it from the inside himself, knowing the boy wouldn't give up until he had the thing.

Jonathan plopped it on over his tiny head, ignoring the sweat that still coated the inside. "Look, Mom, I'm John!" he shrieked from inside the helmet. His dirty-blonde hair stuck out from under the helmet – he disliked cutting it and so it ran down the center of his back – and gave lie to the disguise.

"You imp," John chuckled, running his hand through his sweat-slicked greying hair.

Lucy tapped politely on Linda's armor, as high as she could reach; the giant woman knelt so they were a little closer, though the girl still had to tip her head upwards slightly. "Yes, Lucy?" Linda asked gently.

"You were cooler," the seven-year-old whispered loudly, grinning widely enough to show off her latest loose tooth, which she wiggled incessantly when not speaking. She tossed her head playfully; unlike her five-year-old brother, she wore her blonde hair shorn nearly to the scalp, and hated when it grew out long enough to brush her ears.

All four adults in hearing range chuckled; Jonathan, hearing John laugh at something, pulled the helmet off and nearly dropped it; John caught it quickly. "What's so funny?" Jonathan demanded. He hated be left out of anything.

"Lucy thinks Linda was cooler than me," John replied, tucking his helmet under one arm.

"Nuh uh!" Jonathan shrieked, making John winced slightly as the sound pounded on his eardrums. "Take that back, booger-breath!" He tried to jump at Lucy, who ducked behind Linda; John caught the boy around the middle and tucked him under one arm both to keep him from attacking his sister and from destroying the Spartan's eardrums.

"Now, Jonathan, you know we don't call names," Wendy, Terry's wife, scolded, frowning at the boy. "Apologize to your sister."

"Only when she apologizes to John!" Jonathan yelled back defiantly. Both Spartans wished they could close their ears.

"Jonathan," John said warningly, setting the boy down and crouching. "Lucy said nothing that insulted _me_. You, however, insulted _her_."

"She said you weren't cool," Jonathan muttered, so quietly that now John had to concentrate to hear him.

"She said she liked Linda better," John replied. He chose to interpret it that way, anyway; Lucy was the sweetest kid and never disliked anybody. "That doesn't mean she doesn't like me, right, Lucy?" He turned slightly; Lucy leaned out from behind Linda's protective bulk.

"Uh huh," Lucy replied, nodding. "But you're a guy and we girls gotta stick together, right, Linda?" She looked up with hero-worship in her eyes; Linda smiled gently and patted the girl. Lucy's brown eyes lit up.

"We've all got to stick together, Lucy," Linda replied. "John's my brother; I don't love him any less 'cause he's a guy."

"Even if I deserve it sometimes," John agreed, grinning. Linda smirked in reply, then picked Lucy up and stood. John turned back to Jonathan, who watched the exchange sullenly. "Now, can you apologize to Lucy?" he asked quietly.

"Sorry, Lucy," Jonathan said. He knew better than to mutter it; if he did, John would wait patiently for him to repeat himself, louder, and no one would go anywhere until he did.

"Lucy, what do you say?" Linda asked the girl.

"I forgive you," Lucy replied, first to Linda – to make sure she was right - and then to Jonathan.

"And what did we learn from this?" John asked he hoisted the boy back onto his shoulders, standing again.

"That calling Lucy booger-breath isn't nice," Jonathan replied, propping his elbows on the Spartan's head. "But I still think you're cooler."

"I thought you adored Kelly," John said, clipping his helmet to his armor so he could use both hands. Jonathan could hang on but the toddler had an annoying habit of trying to use John as a springboard if the boy saw something interesting, and if the Spartan didn't catch him, he could seriously injure himself.

"She's a girl," Jonathan replied. John could imagine him scrunching up his face. "Girls got cooties."

"You're too young for cooties," Wendy snorted. "Besides, _I'm_ a girl."

"Nuh uh, you're a Mommy."

All four adults laughed again. "I'm not sure whether to be offended or not," Wendy giggled, leaning into her husband.

"Kade, do you have all your supplies?" John asked, looking at the thirteen-year-old. The boy nodded, hoisting a backpack over his shoulder. The Spartan looked at the former admiral and his wife. "Then with your permission, sir," he said playfully, "we'll take the POWs."

"Hey!" Jonathan protested.

"You heard the man," Terry chuckled. "Behave, kids – or John has my express permission to run you around the fields." All three children groaned; John chuckled. "John, we'll see you tomorrow. Thanks for taking them."

"Anytime, sir." John nodded in farewell and headed for the Spartan's Pelican. Linda carried Lucy and the girl's duffle, filled with her things, while John kept an eye on the two boys.

"I'm hungry," Jonathan whined.

"When we get to the house, we'll have dinner," Linda promised. They skirted around the edge of the civilian crowd, trying not to be noticed. The three kids, though, made enough noise that people turned to look, but no one tried to mob them, fortunately. Kelly and Fred must have taken care of the crowd.

"John?" Kade asked, sticking close to the man's hip.

"Yes, Kade?" John asked.

"Can we help you with the armor tonight?"

John smiled and ruffled the boy's hair. "We'll see," he temporized.

"You never let us play with your armor."

"That's because it's very expensive."

"You tumble with Sangheili in it," Jonathan pointed out. "What could _we_ do to it?"

"It's not what you could do to it, Jonathan, it's what _it_ could do to _you_. Remember how we have to be careful about where we walk?"

Kade nodded. "Because, in the armor, you weigh over a ton."

"Ouch, no," Linda protested. "We're not _that_ fat, kiddo."

Kade smiled slightly in apology before turning back to John. "So you're afraid it'll hurt us?"

John nodded slightly. "Remember what we told you about how we move faster than anyone else?" he asked. Kade nodded. "We need to be stronger and faster than the average human to keep up with the armor – otherwise, it would really hurt us. I don't want you to pick something up and drop it on your foot."

"Can we help clean it, then? When it's on the rack?"

"Once your school work is done, if it's not your bedtime," John promised.

"Linda?" Lucy asked, squirming to be let down and walk herself. "No one believes me in school when I tell them I know you," Lucy murmured. "And that you're awesome and cool and fun."

Linda and John exchanged glances. Those were words they'd never had applied to them before making friends with Terry's children, and it still amused all four Spartans. "Well, Lucy, not many people know us outside our armor."

"But you're just people."

"You know that, and I know that, so what does it matter what other people think?"

"Because they call me a liar. I'm not a liar."

"Well, chica, I can't really suggest how to handle that. I'd just beat them up, but you can't do that, alright?" Lucy giggled and nodded. "Your dad would hang me by my toes if I suggested you beat up your classmates."

"So stop talking about it," John chuckled. They came around the backside of the arena where the Pelican was waiting. Jonathan launched himself from John's shoulders; the Spartan caught him and put him gently on the ground, then took Kade's backpack. Lucy and Jonathan raced to the waiting pair of Spartans, shrieking happily to see Kelly and Fred. Kade paced after them solemnly.

Linda and John followed at a more sedate pace. "You know, I don't want to be a mom, but having kids whenever I want them and not when I don't? I like that." Linda grinned, glancing at John.

"Yeah," John agreed, shaking his head slightly. "I don't think any of us would be sane if we had to be with them day and night for more than a week."

"We could handle them a week."

"_Without_ trussing them up and sticking them in a soundproof chamber for a while?"

"Oh, well, when you put it _that_ way…" Linda chuckled as they reached Kelly and Fred. Fred had Jonathan by the ankle, holding him upside down. The boy was shrieking in laughter, clawing at the Spartan's glove. Kelly, meanwhile, was exchanging greetings with Kade as Lucy danced around everyone.

"Do I get to drive?" Lucy demanded, dashing into the Pelican.

"No, Lucy," Linda sighed, going after her.

"John, help!" Jonathan called, seeing his hero, still giggling. Fred carried the squirming toddler into the Pelican and strapped him into a seat before he could try to get into the cockpit. Kade followed, leaving Kelly and John to take up the rear. Linda closed the Pelican hatch and Kelly helped the thirteen-year-old strap into a Pelican harness while Fred and John locked into their own restraints. Lucy came out of the cockpit pouting – clearly Linda wasn't going to let her fly, or even sit on her lap while the Spartan flew – and Kelly strapped the girl in, too. Then she joined her brothers in the center of the Pelican's cargo bay and locked her own harness.

"Everyone ready?" Linda asked over the comm unit.

"Ready," John replied. The three children were calmer now; they knew better than to try to squirm around in their harnesses, not that Kade would ever do so.

It was a quick hop – only fifteen minutes' flight – to the base where the Spartans lived. Linda put them down expertly and opened the hatch once the Pelican was completely still; the three Spartans got out of their harnesses and released the children.

The soldiers on the base were well-used to the three children and didn't stare as the group left the airfield and walked towards the Spartan's home. Jonathan and Lucy raced up to a few of the pilots they knew, exchanging enthusiastic greetings before returning to the Spartans.

They walked into the house and John set the children's bags in the living room. All of the floors of this house were specially reinforced so the team could walk around in their armor, but in the last few years, they'd gotten used to being out of it.

"Alright, kids, you know the drill," John told the three children. Jonathan and Lucy shrieked in delight and dashed down into the basement. Even Kade seemed excited, though he controlled it carefully, and followed at a trot. The four Spartans gave them time to get down the stairs and then descended themselves. Navigating the steeper stairs was difficult to do in full armor.

All three children knew better than to touch any of the weapons on the walls, and they stood a few meters from the four racks, now empty, and away from the base of the stairs just in case one of the big soldiers tripped and fell down them. It hadn't happened yet, but John didn't want to risk squashing one of Terry's kids.

The kids watched – Jonathan and Lucy giggling to themselves and each other, Kade silently with an intensity in his eyes – as the four Spartans quickly stripped off their armor. They wore the black bodysuits underneath, over which they would put on fatigues after carefully racking the MJOLNIR and showering.

Then they locked the racks and Linda stayed with the kids while the other three took turns showering. They regrouped back upstairs. Linda disappeared into the kitchen to prepare dinner while Kelly and Fred sat Lucy and Kade down to help them with their homework – and keep them on task. That left John to figure out something to do with little Jonathan, hopefully to run off some of the boy's energy.

"Jonathan," he said, crouching down, "what would you like to do tonight before dinner?"

Jonathan thought, scrunching up his nose. "Can we play fetch outside?" he asked finally.

"Alright," John agreed. He motioned for the child to put his shoes back on and did the same; they trooped out the back door into the small forest – a glade, really – that abutted against the Spartan's house.

John whistled high and the pack of dogs – owned by various soldiers around the base – came running. They knew this game well, and alerted by the whistle and dog barking, several soldiers also came to watch.

John sat down in the grass and Jonathan stood next to them. "Go get sticks!" Jonathan ordered the dogs; several of the smarter ones bolted into the forest. They came back quickly with sticks of various sizes. John took several that were too heavy for the three-year-old to throw.

"Ready when you are," Jonathan said, grinning.

"Three o'clock," John replied; the boy pulled back his arm and threw, just a shade off of the target. Most of the pack chased after the stick, though it only went a few meters, and snarled and barked playfully at each other as they fought over the honor of bringing back to the humans.

"Eleven." The boy threw again, and this time his aim was better. One or two dogs chased down the stick and trotted back towards them as John gave the next direction. He kept it between ten and three, into the forest and away from the house and its windows. The boy and the dogs enjoyed themselves immensely.

After fifteen or so throws, Jonathan huffed and sat down. "I'm tired," he told John; the Spartan stood and Jonathan now called out the directions. The sticks the Spartan threw were heavier than those the boy did, but they still sailed much farther – the dogs generally managed to return only one in three.

After a dozen such throws, the dogs started lying down and gnawing on the sticks rather than bringing them back, which was their way of saying, "we're tired." John sat down again, crossing his legs, and a friendly lab came over and plopped himself in the Spartan's lap. John chuckled and scratched the dog – her name was Sparky – behind the ears.

Another dog, smaller, licked Jonathan's face and panted at the boy; Jonathan giggled and hugged the dog tight around the neck.

"Gently, Jonathan," John reminded the boy. "You're getting big enough to hurt the dogs now."

"Sorry, Muskrat," Jonathan said to the dog, patting her on the head. The dog's real name was "Bitchy," but no one told the boy that, and he'd named her Muskrat while John had been trying to come up with a good alternative upon first introducing the dogs to the then-two-year-old.

Several of the soldiers, seeing the game over, came into the dog-littered lawn and sat with the Spartan and boy.

"How'd the game go?" Private McDufferson asked as his dog climbed into his lap. He wasn't as big as the Spartan, so the lab – the most common breed on the base – only managed to fit about half of his long form onto the soldier's lap.

"It went well," John replied, smiling slightly. "We won."

"Well, duh," another soldier, Private "Dusky" Wrangler, chuckled. "But how'd you beat them? We were drilling and didn't get to see the action."

Jonathan took it upon himself to tell the tale, running around wildly as he played the parts of each Spartan and Sangheili in turn. The soldiers laughed with him, encouraging him on; at the end of the tale, a few got up and chased the boy for a while, roaring in a credible Sangheili imitation.

Private Daniels finally caught the boy and tickled him into submission until Jonathan was screaming in laughter and nearly crying with the force of it. John "saved" him from the "evil Private Daniels" after a few minutes.

"So, tyke, are ya here for the night?" Private "Killjoy" Masters asked.

"Yeah," Jonathan answered, still catching his breath as he sat in John's lap where Daniels could get him again. "Mom and Dad want some alone time."

The soldiers grinned saucily and wiggled eyebrows at each other but made no lewd comments, for which John was glad. He certainly wasn't going to explain the facts of life to Jonathan – not that the boy'd be ready for years to hear them, and according to Wendy, he'd always be her baby.

"Cool," McDufferson replied. "Well, we'd better get to the mess if we want some grub." He stood and yawned. "Then I think it's bed time for me. Mark me, little dude, sleep all you can _now_, 'cause someday things're gonna keep ya up and ye'll miss the sleep." He waggled a finger at Jonathan, who giggled as John stood and threw the boy over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, gently.

"Have a good night," the soldiers called, taking their dogs. Jonathan yelled back and John waved with one hand, the other keeping the boy firmly trapped. They went back into the house; dusk was starting to fall outside, and though the chilly autumn weather didn't bother John, Jonathan was started to shiver despite so much activity keeping him warm.

"Hey John?" Jonathan asked as the Spartan carefully navigated the narrow doorframe.

"Yes?" John replied.

"Can I stay up late tonight? I'm not tired, at all, and tomorrow's Saturday and… And… And I wanna," he finished.

"I promised your dad you'd get your sleep tonight."

"We can sleep in!"

"Not on a base you can't," John chuckled. "We're up with the dawn, Jonathan – we'll let you sleep past that, but not much longer than it."

"Why?"

"Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise," John replied, quoting an age-old proverb.

"More like makes a man boring," Jonathan grumped, sighing. John chuckled and dropped the child gently onto the couch. Kade and Lucy were still working on their homework, but they were almost finished. John left the three-year-old with an "assignment" of his own – to read through a full page of a child-friendly newspaper the Spartans kept around to entertain the children when they visited – and strode into the kitchen.

"Need any help?" he asked Linda, already moving towards the cupboard that held their dishes.

"If you could set the table," Linda replied, not looking up from where she was chopping up a pile of fresh vegetables, "that would be great. How'd fetch go?"

"Do you ever get the feeling we all act like old married couples – like some sort of married foursome?" John replied, chuckling.

Linda snorted and put on her very best housewife voice. "Hi, honey, how was work?" she joked.

John snickered and quickly set out bowls and plates for everyone, extending the table to fit all seven of them around it. He poured water for everyone, put out napkins and silverware, and then wandered over to Linda's side of the kitchen.

"So, what's for dinner?" he asked, leaning over the smaller woman.

"John!" she protested, laughing. "We're having lasagna, green beans, and fruit compote for dessert. Hey!" John grabbed a green bean and popped it in his mouth, jumping back as Linda swung an elbow at him.

"Go on, out of the kitchen," she ordered, pointing towards the living room. "You're banished until dinner's ready." She grinned and shook her head as John meekly – but with a grin as well – left the kitchen.

"And that, children, is why you don't mess with Linda in the kitchen," Kelly was saying as John came in. She and Fred smirked at the Spartan and all three kids giggled.

"Point," John conceded, pulling his hand from behind his back and munching on a couple of crisp green beans.

"John! Did you take green beans?!" Linda yelled then from the kitchen, clearly having noticed a few missing.

"No," John replied, grinning and holding a finger to his lips to keep the children from ratting him out. All three giggled, even Kade. He quickly ate the evidence and then had Jonathan read aloud to him to improve the boy's reading ability. Fred and Kelly continued helping the older children with their homework and then they played several math games.

It was truly dark outside when Linda called everyone into the dining room for dinner. They arranged themselves around the table – Linda closest to the kitchen, with Lucy between her and Freda and Kelly on her left side. Kade sat between Kelly and John, while Jonathan sat between John and Fred.

John helped Jonathan serve himself, holding the hot dish steady as the boy insisted on scooping out his own serving of lasagna and managing, with a little help from Fred, to get it on the plate. They passed the food quickly; everyone was hungry and it was a tradition in the household that no one ate until everyone was served.

Once the plates had been passed, the three children bowed their heads in silent prayer – Terry and Wendy were raising them to be faithful but didn't specify which god or gods they had to pray to – and the four Spartans copied them respectfully, though the four didn't pray.

"Okay, we can eat now," Lucy said bossily, raising her head and picking up her fork and knife. Everyone dug in, complimenting Linda as the food was, as always, delicious. The three children accounted for half of a pan of lasagna; the four Spartans cleared the rest of that pan and the other one. Everyone had green beans as well.

They made polite dinner conversation – everyone asked about Kade and Lucy's schooling and listened to Jonathan talk about his latest interest, ancient rodents. When prodded, the four Spartans related the War Games from their point of view, explaining patiently why they'd done what they did. Jonathan enjoyed the tales because they involved action; Lucy was starting to grasp the concepts of maneuver and movement and fires while Kade asked most of the questions about why they'd done _this_ instead of _that_.

Once everyone was finished with dinner, Kelly and John cleared the table and John washed the dishes while the others went out to the living room to play a couple of quiet games. Lucy played with Kelly's shoulder-length blue hair, the Spartan female lying on her stomach with the child sitting on her shoulders. Lucy enjoyed brushing the hair out – especially since it wasn't a "natural" color – and Kelly let her do it as long as she recited things she had to memorize for school, like her ABCs or, more recently, multiplication tables.

"Four times six is twen-ty-four," Lucy chanted, brushing the Spartan's hair to a rhythm. "Five times six is thir-ty. Six times six is… thir-ty-six! Seven times six is… Is…" She frowned, her hands still working while she tried to count in her head. "Linda, what's seven times six?"

"Nuh uh, imp, count it out," Linda scolded, grinning slightly.

"Add six to thirty-six," Kelly suggested.

"Um… Forty-two!"

"Very good," Kelly chuckled.

Kade, meanwhile, was explaining to Fred the importance of the World Wars, going through them chronologically. He had an assignment to give a presentation on them that had to be ten minutes long, so Linda held Jonathan on her lap and sat on the couch with Fred, pretending to be Kade's audience.

"And the Second World War was the bloodiest war fought by mankind at its time," Kade said, standing absolutely still. He froze up when speaking in front of crowds, even when only three people made up his audience. "It was supposed to be the war to end all wars, but it didn't turn out that way. Between 1939 and 1945, the Axis – including Nazi Germany, Japan, and Italy – fought against the Allies – including the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, China, France, Poland, and eventually the United States of North America as well as other small players – to try to take over the world. Nazi Germany led the Axis, and where it conquered, millions of Jewish people and thousands of homosexual people, handicapped people, and criminals died in concentration camps, usually through being gassed, which is when people are put into a big chamber and suffocated. Fifty-eight percent of the casualties were Allied civilians, twenty-five percent were Allied military, thirteen percent were Axis military, and four percent were Axis Civilians. The total death toll was seventy-five million, and most of the civilians died of disease, hunger, and bombing. After the war, Nazi Germany and its allies were put under strict economic and military restrictions, which kept them from advancing as quickly as everyone else in the world."

Kade paused and Fred spoke up before he could continue. "Good, Kade," he said, smiling slightly. "But, remember, the United States of _America_ – it hadn't specified "North America" yet – and you might not want to explain gassing. You could upset people in your audience."

"Okay, if you think so." Kade nodded then frowned. "Should I talk about the tanks and guns and trenches? We learned a little about it, but they're so… crappy."

"Kade, language," Linda scolded. "But you don't need to go into the particulars. You have ten minutes to cover all of the World Wars – you're going to need to cut a little bit out already."

"Okay. Sorry."

"Go ahead," Fred said encouragingly, leaning back.

Kade discussed the other World Wars in more detail and finished after twelve minutes. Fred and Linda helped him choose parts of his speech that weren't very important and cut them out; he wrote out a new set of notes and thanked both for their attention.

By the time they were done, Lucy had gone through all of her math tables and answered several easy arithmetic questions Kelly posed. John joined them in the living room.

"Can we clean the armor now?" Jonathan asked, wiggling out of Linda's lap and running towards John.

"Is your schoolwork all done?" John asked the older two. They nodded. "Alright, then. You can help us clean the armor."

"Will you teach us about it?" Kade asked as they walked down to the basement.

"You should ask Kelly," Fred told him. "She knows a lot more about it than we do."

Kade knew that, but with this permission, began pelting the Spartan woman with questions. Kelly answered them honestly but simply; when he asked how much damage they could take, she showed him the rent in John's armor where the Didact had dented it, the plasma scorching that covered all four suits, and other signs of abuse. All four had "real" combat armor that was undamaged, but few people knew about the upgraded MJOLNIR sitting in an ONI base against need, and the Spartans wore their old, banged-up armor in public.

John showed Jonathan how to carefully wipe a damp cloth over the smooth outer piece of the armor to wipe off the dust and crime from the battlefield. They had put the bodysuits in their laundry machine after showering, and the inner gel layer was cleaned by another machine.

"Make sure to get the dirt out of the joints," Fred told Lucy, handing her a small pick. She did so carefully, blowing away dust and dirt from the joints of Fred's armor and then moving on to Linda's to do the same.

By the time all fours suits were clean, Jonathan was asleep, curled up on John's lap as the Spartan cleaned his visor and sprayed the helmet's interior with a smell-eating mist. He carefully racked his armor and picked up the boy; Lucy was yawning now, too, and rubbing her eyes tiredly. Kade was fighting the same signs of tiredness.

"Come on," Linda said softly, taking Lucy's hand. "Let's get you to bed."

"Uh huh," Lucy agreed, nodding and yawning again. "Will you tell us a bedtime story?"

"Alright," the woman agreed, picking up the seven-year-old when the girl stumbled with sleepiness. Kade walked back up the stairs. Fred and Kelly unfolded the couch and quickly covered it in sheets and blankets – each child had a favorite. John gently tucked Jonathan into bed after changing him into his pajamas. Meanwhile, Linda took Lucy to the bathroom to supervise her teeth-brushing; then she tucked the girl in and Kade brushed his own teeth. He let Fred tuck him in.

Lucy was already asleep by then, despite the promise of a bed-time story, and Kade clearly wouldn't make it through the introduction. Fred smiled as the boy rolled over onto his stomach and tucked a pillow between Kade's head and the side of the couch to keep him from rolling out of the bed.

All four Spartans watched the children for a moment. "Were we that cute once?" Kelly asked softly, a tender smile on her lips.

"I was," John replied. "You weren't." Kelly punched him gently; John grinned.

"Beast," Kelly hissed, heading towards the stairs. They had an hour's worth of work still with the suits. Silently, each checked over his or her armor and then rolled the racks into the cleaning machines one at a time. Then, satisfied, they silently checked on the children again – Jonathan was sucking his thumb, and John gently removed his fist from his mouth – and they went upstairs to their own beds.

They fell asleep quickly and woke simultaneously when Jonathan knocked at the door frame and let himself in. "I had a nightmare," he sniffled when John sat up and asked softly what was wrong.

Nodding sympathetically, John picked the boy up and went across the hall so his siblings could sleep. Sitting in one of the comfortable chairs in the reading room, he got Jonathan to describe his nightmare – it included falling down, a common theme in the boy's dreams – and then rocked the boy gently until he was asleep again. John carried him back downstairs and put him back into bed, pulling the covers up over Lucy, who thrashed in her sleep and thus was surrounded by pillows to keep Kade and Jonathan from turning black and blue in the morning, and checking on Kade. All three slept soundly; John returned to his own bed.

"All good?" Kelly asked as John slipped back into his cot.

"All good," John replied.

"Hmmm." Kelly rolled over and went immediately back to sleep. Linda and Fred did the same on their side of the room. Each could reach out and touch their neighbor, which would have made the room seem quite cramped to a civilian. In reality, though, the Spartans were used to tight quarters, and being too far from each other made for restless sleep.


	3. A Trip to the Zoo
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**Chapter 3: A Trip to the Zoo**

Kelly woke first as dawn lightened the sky outside. She glanced through the window above her headboard; the grass outside was frosted slightly, a reminder of the chilly winter coming. She sat up and nudged John's cot; he sat up and stretched. Linda and Fred, hearing the other pair moving around, similarly woke. They all dressed in fatigues. Linda began making breakfast as the other three went out into the chilly morning and jogged around the base a few times. While Linda usually joined them, they didn't leave the children in the house alone.

They passed several other groups of soldiers doing the same, jogging doggedly together and chanting age-old marching songs to keep in step. They didn't call good morning, but a few waved – the Spartans returned the wave and then raced each other back to the house. Kelly won, of course, and Fred came in second.

The three Spartans came in quietly to find the children still asleep despite the delicious smell of pancakes permeating the air.

Fred and John got the children up, waking Kade first so he could shower while Jonathan and Lucy tried ignoring the Spartans' attempts to wake them. Kade, freshly showered and with his teeth-brushed, went into the kitchen and offered to help Linda with breakfast. John took Jonathan into the bathroom, helping the boy take a short shower – they didn't have a bathtub, which always made the youngest pout since he enjoyed soaking everything in sight – and then brush his teeth and get dressed again. Lucy could take a shower by herself, but Kelly still made sure she brushed her teeth well and then helped the child remember to take her medications before she ate.

While the children were readying themselves for the morning, Fred cleaned up the living room and refolded the couch; then he joined everyone in the kitchen. They ate and talked; Lucy wanted to visit the airfield again, Jonathan didn't particularly care _what_ they did, and Kade really wanted to visit the zoo nearby. The serious boy's weakness was animals of all kinds – he became just as hyper-active around zoos as Jonathan was around the Spartans or anything else military.

"How about we visit the air field first," Linda offered, "and then go to the zoo and have lunch in town."

They all agreed to the plan. Fred went to the base's garage and signed out a large civilian van kept on the base to transport groups of soldiers around the city. John and Kelly cleaned up after breakfast while Linda ensured that all three children washed their faces and hands of the sticky syrup from their pancakes. Then she and Kelly took them to the airfield, where they stood at the fence and watched new Pelican pilots practice taking off and landing. Jonathan and Lucy sat on the women's shoulders, giggling when a pilot made an error. Kade asked questions occasionally but was otherwise silent.

Lucy tired quickly of seeing the novice pilots take off and land only to take off again, so they returned to the house and found John and Fred waiting with the van. The children strapped into their seats; John had already secured Jonathan's child seat in the back row and Linda and Kelly sat on either side of him to prevent him from unbuckling himself half-way through the ride.

The drive into the city was quiet. All four Spartans had taken driving lessons. Now that they had to park within lines and couldn't just gun it through the streets, they'd had to re-learn how to handle a vehicle.

John paid their entrance fee; the siblings shared a bank account but rarely used it except for trips such as these. The zoo staff recognized them and greeted each of the children by name, though they were slightly shyer around the large Spartans. The siblings were used to it, though; even years after the war had officially been over and the Spartans publicized as real human beings, many people were still in awe or afraid of humanity's heroes.

The zoo was a popular Saturday destination and crowded. All of the animals were, of course, clones, but that didn't make them any less beautiful. "Natural" animals were almost impossible to find, since most populations had been cloned at one point or another after being killed off.

John carried Jonathan on his shoulders so the boy could see over the crowds and to keep him from running off. They first visited the reptiles in their warm building and Kade proudly named each creature from memory. He'd given some of his favorites a pet name, like the torpid ball python "Fatty," the seven-foot-long iguana "Iggy II,' and the gecko "Gecky." They were names he'd chosen when he was eight, on their first trip to the zoo. He knew whenever an animal was not the one he'd named, such as with the death of the first Iggy when he was ten. Iggy II looked identical to Iggy I to everyone else, but Kade insisted that it was a different iguana, and no one argued.

Next, they went to the large mammal exhibits. Lucy loved seeing the big elephants in their stalls, keeping warm; they reached over the fence with their trunks and Lucy fed them with the zookeeper's permission. She patted their heads when Linda gently boosted her up and they hugged her gently with their trunks.

Jonathan, by contrast, enjoyed seeing the big cats, most especially the tigers. The zoo had three – a Siberian and a pair of Bengals. The Bengals were playing roughly together, rolling through the frosted grass and growling playfully. The Siberian, an older female, lounged in the sun on her rock near the fence, letting visitors get a good look at her.

"Hi, Shelby!" Jonathan called into the exhibit, giggling when the female tiger yawned widely at him, showing off her teeth.

John and Jonathan stayed with the big cats for a while as Lucy and Linda went back to the elephants and Fred and Kelly took Kade on to see the rest of the zoo. They agreed to meet for lunch at the zoo's restaurant.

Jonathan eventually got tired of watching the tigers, who were now all sunning on rocks, and the pair walked through the rest of the zoo. They passed Linda and Lucy, who waved and continued on their way.

"Hey, John?" Jonathan asked, tracing a scar on John's scalp.

"Hmmm?"

"Why're people scared of you?"

John blinked. He hadn't expected the hyper five-year-old to pick up on the subtle shifting of other zoo patrons away from the big man or the way people seemed to speed up as they walked past, their footsteps hurried.

"Well, Jonathan," John replied quietly, moving out of general traffic and into a small alcove meant to shelter visitors as they watched the herd of bison inside the large enclosure mill about. He lifted the child onto the bench and then crouched in front of him. "I'm a Spartan. Most of my life – almost all of it – has been devoted to war, and that's what people know me for."

"But…" Jonathan frowned. "But why should they be scared of you?"

"Wouldn't you be a little scared if someone you thought was a legend was suddenly flesh-and-blood and standing in front of you?"

"Maybe. But you're not a legend."

John chuckled. "I wish that were true, little one. But the truth is, my siblings and I became quite the legend by the time the war ended. You've known nothing but peace, youngling, and that's what I and my siblings – and the entire UNSC – fought and died for. But most of the people today remember the war and remember the horrors of it. And they remember the Spartans – mostly, they remember our body count."

"What's a body count?"

"How many Covenant we killed," John answered quietly. Jonathan seemed to sense that John wasn't really willing to discuss the topic and reached forward, silently asking to be picked up again. John complied willingly.

"They would _really_ be scared of you if they knew how bad your table manners were," Jonathan giggled. John sighed, grinning slightly. The Spartans _had_ learned table manners, but when they were hungry, they tended to "forget" them a bit. The children always laughed about it.

"Probably," John agreed. "Where would you like to go next?"

"I'm hungry. Is it lunch time?"

"I thought you stuffed yourself on pancakes." John turned towards the restaurant; it was about lunch time, and at least he could get a table reserved for the group.

"I'm hungry again. Besides, I'm a growing boy, and Mommy says growing boys need lots of food."

"I'm fairly sure she meant Kade, Jonathan."

"Well, I'm a boy, too, and I'm growing, too!"

John grinned and the boy was silent a moment before asking, in a louder voice than John thought he needed to use, "Why don't you have kids?" John palmed his face. Of course Jonathan would ask in the middle of the zoo, surrounded by families. "I'd like to be… What would I be?"

"A cousin," John suggested.

"I'd like to be a cousin. All my cousins are sissy girls."

"You're really too young to be worried about girls."

"Kade's worried about them!"

"Kade's thirteen. You're five."

"And you're… Old."

"Ouch." John tickled Jonathan. "I'm not _that_ old, thank you."

"Are you as old as Dad? You've got grey hair."

"Grey-_ing_, thank you. Fred's grey; I'm not, at least not yet."

"At least you aren't balding like Dad. He complains about it a lot." Jonathan sighed, propping his elbows up on John's head. "Will I go bald someday?"

"If it's in your genes."

"I don't think bald's in my jeans," the boy replied doubtfully, looking at his pants. John laughed.

"No, Jonathan, your genetic code. Your DNA."

"Ohhhh." It took a minute for Jonathan to realize the Spartan hadn't answered any of his questions. "How old are you?" he asked again.

John shrugged. "I'm younger than your Dad."

"Dad's really old, though."

"Don't tell him that."

"But how old are you?"

"About fifty-five."

"About?"

"Slipspace slows down aging."

"Huh. So if you stayed in Slipspace long enough, could you live forever?"

"Well, the effect is mostly from cryogenics – and no one's been frozen longer than a few months and lived with all their mental and physical abilities afterwards. We aren't meant to hibernate; we don't do well after a couple weeks in a freezer."

Jonathan was silently for a moment. "When _I'm_ that old, will I get grey hair?"

"If you aren't already bald," John teased. Jonathan giggled.

"What about kids? Dad said people are having lots of kids because so many people died in the Covenant-Human war."

"I don't want kids. I get to play with you – you're enough."

"Yeah, but I want a cousin."

"Well, sorry, kiddo. I'm not interested in having kids of my own. I've seen what you do to your parents. No thank you."

Jonathan heaved a heavy sigh. "Well, maybe Fred wants kids."

"I don't think he does, either."

"You could adopt!"

"Jonathan, we're still technically in the military. We could be called out at any moment."

"I could take care of them!"

John chuckled but was saved from having to come up with an answer as they arrived at the restaurant. They were quickly seated despite the lunch rush; John amused Jonathan by making puppets out of the napkins until the other children and Spartans appeared.

They sat down and ordered quickly, though John made Jonathan read at least one dish description out loud from each section of the menu. Kade and Lucy decided to get macaroni as usual; Jonathan wanted to try the fish fingers. John also quietly ordered macaroni for the five-year-old in case he didn't like the fish.

Kelly got the seafood special; Linda, the shrimp salad. Fred hemmed and hawed for a moment before ordering an old-fashioned grilled cheese and Portobello mushroom sandwich, and John ordered the restaurant's famous thick clam chowder.

Their waitress knew all of them by name. Most people referred to them by their numbers, since they were uncomfortable with giving names to the legendary warriors, but Melissa – or "Mel," as she preferred to be called – had made a point of asking their names on their first visit and always managed to serve them when they came into the place. It was one reason the siblings enjoyed visiting the zoo almost as much as the children.

"Thanks, Mel," John said, handing her the menus when they'd all ordered.

"No problem, John," she replied cheerfully. "I'll bring some coloring books."

Kelly made a silent "thank you" face, exaggerating her relief; Mel laughed and hurried off.

"So, this time around, what was everyone's favorite animal?" John asked the table.

"Fatty looked happy," Kade said, smiling himself. "I think he'd just been fed."

Fred chuckled; he was next in the clockwise rotation. "I think _my_ favorite animal today was the little bison calf in the meadow – she wasn't there last time we came."

Lucy nodded enthusiastically. "Did you read about her?" she asked eagerly. Fred, who probably had, shook his head. "She was orphaned in another zoo and none of the animals there would take her, so they brought her here and one of the bison mamas adopted her 'cause she's so cute. Her name's Snowflake 'cause she was born with the first snow at her old zoo."

"That's a pretty name," Linda said, grinning. "What was your favorite animal, Lucy?"

"Oh, Snowflake was close, but I think I like Martha better." Martha was the matriarch elephant who enjoyed Lucy's visits and always made sure to give the child two hugs – one in greeting and one in farewell. "I can hug Martha. I can't hug Snowflake."

Kelly answered next. "Lucas the polar bear is still my favorite," she chuckled, nodding to Linda to continue.

Linda pursued her lips slightly and then shrugged. "They're all very nice animals," she said, grinning. "But I like Big Eyes the most." Big Eyes was the Snowy Owl of the zoo, a temperamental bird who, nonetheless, seemed to like Linda because he always flew out to his perch in the sun and preened when she came by.

Jonathan answered next, thinking for a moment before blurting out loudly, "Shelby!" The adults had known his answer already – he always chose the same animal and he _loved_ Shelby – and chuckled softly.

"Here you go, kids," Mel said, coming back with crayons and coloring books. "We're a little crowded today, so it may take a little while to get your food."

"No problem," John assured her. Mel shot him a grateful smile – her patience and charm meant she usually had to deal with the toughest customers, he knew – and hurried off again.

"Alright, Jonathan – a tiger's not blue," Linda was saying as John turned his attention back to the table. Sure enough, Jonathan was scribbling furiously on his coloring page, and his tiger was quickly becoming blue. He didn't like staying in the lines.

"Shelby could be blue if they dyed her," Jonathan argued, still coloring.

Linda chuckled. "Well, yes. But what is your blue tiger's name?"

"Umm…" Jonathan tapped the crayon against his lips. "How about Blue?"

"Can you be a little more original?" John suggested, grinning.

Jonathan stuck his tongue out at the man and then frowned thoughtfully. "Ummm… How about Razzle Dazzle?"

"That's a nice name. Does Razzle Dazzle sparkle?"

"Do we have a sparkle crayon?"

"No."

"Then no."

John laughed at the slightly offended tone to Jonathan's voice. Across the table, Kade was neatly and efficiently coloring an iguana green and yellow. Lucy, on the other hand, was coloring in a gazelle, which the zoo didn't actually have and she had never seen, so her gazelle was a bright pink color.

"Gazelles are usually yellow and brown," Kelly told her, grinning.

"Mine's pink."

"What's her name?"

"_His_ name is Pinky Sparklebutt." The adults had to swallow laughter at the indignant tone. "And he doesn't like being called a she."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Sparklebutt." Kelly cleared her throat to keep from chuckling as she apologized solemnly to the drawing.

"He says it's okay."

"I'm glad I didn't offend him."

"You didn't. He's a drawing. It's hard to offend a drawing."

"But you said he doesn't like being called a she?"

"He doesn't."

Kelly grinned across the table at John, her face clearly saying, "I give up!" as she playfully rolled her eyes.

Their food, despite the lunch rush, arrived quickly. Everything was delicious; Jonathan ended up disliking the fish fingers and gave them to John, who dipped them in his chowder. All three children enjoyed their macaroni with cheesy sauce and a single broccoli floret on top to at least give the illusion of having vegetables with their meal.

They talked quietly through the meal and were nearly finished when one of the restaurant patrons suddenly roared into the quiet din, "What do you mean, _no salmon_?!"

John looked up, as did his siblings; there was dangerous inebriation in that voice and its owner presented a very clear threat. "Kids, stay here," John ordered quietly. He and Kelly stood; Fred and Linda stayed with the children. The pair of Spartans wove quickly through the tables towards the disturbance.

"I'm sorry, sir," Mel was saying quickly. Another waitress was watching, eyes brimming with tears. "We don't have any salmon today…" Before she could continue, the man she was speaking to shot to his feet, roaring in anger.

"It is my son's _birthday_, you stupid slut!" he yelled angrily, glaring at Mel. "I will _not_ have his birthday _ruined_ by a cheap-"

John and Kelly worked in tandem; Kelly gently grabbed Mel and pulled her aside as John moved forward. Where the angry father had been yelling a small waitress, his nose was now inches from a very thick chest; he stopped suddenly and choked, looking up.

"Now," John said quietly; the entire restaurant was silent. "Would you like to continue your meal in peace, sir, or shall we escort you out?"

That enraged the other man; despite the obvious size difference, he sputtered angrily and then swung a fist.

Most of the patrons didn't even see what had happened; one moment, the man was moving and the next, he was on the ground, pinned by the larger man's knee.

John hauled the man back to his feet, keeping pressure on his elbow joint, and steered him through the tables towards the front door exit. The woman and child who had been seated at his table stared stupidly after him, as did most of the rest of the restaurant.

"Mel," Kelly said, looking at the waitress. While she had been staring as John frog-marched the heavy-set civilian out of the restaurant, Mel turned to the Spartan. "Did you call the police?"

"Uh huh," the other waitress said quietly, sniffing quietly.

The manager showed up then, apparently called from the back by the racket. He apologized to the entire restaurant for the interruption and told the two remaining patrons – the angry man's wife and birthday son – that they were welcome to continue their meal in peace or leave. They chose to leave; Kelly went with them and waited with John, who was still holding the man's elbow to ensure he didn't try something stupid, until the police arrived and gave the man a serious lecture. The Spartans returned to their table quietly and sat back down to their interrupted meal.

Mel tried to insist on giving them the meal on the house, but the Spartans refused and left her a double-tip, with instructions to give half of it to the waitress who had taken the brunt of the man's anger. Then they left the restaurant and, since the children had seen all they wanted to in the zoo, headed back towards the base.

"So, what'd we learn today?" Fred asked as he drove.

"Do _not_ piss off John," Lucy answered, giggling.

"Language, Lucy," John scolded quickly.

"Not to be rude in public."

"Good, Kade." Linda ruffled the thirteen-year-old's hair; he scowled in the "I'm too old for that" way.

"And bullying is bad!" Jonathan piped up from the backseat.

"Good, Jonathan," Kelly praised, giving him a gentle high-five.

They packed the kids back up and then Linda and Fred flew them back to their parent's house. Terry and Wendy welcome their kids back with enthusiasm and thanked the Spartans for their babysitting profusely.

"We were thinking of taking a vacation trip to the new colony on Kalgarro," the former admiral told Fred and Linda as they lingered for tea and a few minutes of conversation. Wendy had already taken the kids upstairs to repack their "Spartan overnight" bags, which they always kept ready.

"I've heard the colony is doing well," Fred replied. "Though not much of a vacation spot, and there's still some danger from Kig-Yar pirates on the journey."

Terry nodded slightly. "Yes, but Wendy's brother moved there, and he's itching to see the brats again – and it'd be nice to get away for a while. It's been almost two years since we last left the planet, and I'm not used to so much time dirt side."

"Well, I hope you have a good time," Linda said quietly, sipping her tea.

"And I'd like to invite you four along," Terry continued, grinning at the pair's slightly shocked expression. "Seriously, you all deserve a break – and I mean a _real_ break, away from Earth and all her memories. Kalgarro's completely untouched by the war. You're practically family anyway, and we'd love to have you along."

Fred frowned slightly, thinking. "We appreciate the offer, Terry, but I'm not sure we'd be able to request leave for that long a voyage."

"You guys have _years_ of leave saved up. Will you think about it?"

"We'll let Kelly and John know," Linda promised.

"I'd like to see a colony being built – I've only seen them destroyed," Fred admitted with a wry twist of his lips.

"Well, let us know. We're thinking of leaving sometime in December – travel during their winter and get there just as their spring starts. Should be great."

Linda nodded and exchanged a final round of pleasantries with the former admiral before the pair took their leave, flying back to the base and their home.


	4. Nothin' Much Doin'

Thank you to everyone for the reviews! :) If JohnxKelly isn't your style, then this story is not for you (yes, you, Anon Reviewer!).

**Chapter 4: Nothin' Much Doin'**

Linda and Fred arrived just in time for the evening training, which on Saturdays was given to the Spartans. The base's soldiers included some of the upcoming stars of the UNSC, many of whom were hoping to become ODSTs or Spartan IVs. Despite the war's ending, there were still plenty of jobs for specialized soldiers, and the IV program had the funding to introduce another dozen Spartans during the next round of applications.

John and Kelly were already at the fields when Fred and Linda arrived. They all wore the same simple fatigues that their "victims" did. Technically, the Saturday evening sessions were not mandatory – but missing them was considered lazy and stupid, since the Spartans had methods of training that, while unorthodox, tended to produce a lot better results than other trainers'.

Thirty-four soldiers were gathered in the fields. They stood in neat rows and lines, arranged by platoon.

Linda trotted into her usual position, to John's immediate left, and waited to hear what the Chief had in store for the session tonight.

"Tonight," the Chief said once Linda and Fred were in place, "we will be playing a new game." The soldiers shifted, some grinning – new games usually meant going home with bruises, but the Chief's games were often infinitely more useful than regular training.

"Split into five teams – and don't bunch up with people you know well. This game is about learning your fellow soldiers' skills and using them to best advantage. Elect a leader – yes, elect; you have no ranks tonight – and send them to us." The Spartans backed up to give the teams room to move and organize. It took a little longer than usual, but eventually five soldiers approached the Spartans. John noted they were all at least First Class Petty Officers – not a single Private amongst them.

Kelly took two of them off with her, towards the forest; their groups followed. John told Linda to take charge of another leader and arm him and his group with stun round pistols; Fred took another group and armed them with the same. They stood several meters apart on the fields once they had all gotten a pistol. John took the last group and gave them long, thin spears made of light-weight aluminum.

"These will bend – and break – if you're too hard on them," he told the group, tossing the weapons to soldiers as he spoke. "They're not good shields, either. Your objective in this game is to capture the flags – there are four - which will be guarded by your enemy. If you capture a pistol, you can use it – if you lose your stick, though, you're dead."

"If I'd known we were going caveman, I'd've forgotten to shave this morning," a soldier joked, swinging his aluminum stick. "Why're we going up against guys with pistols, Chief? We'll be slaughtered."

"Not if you're careful," John replied, nodding towards the forest where Kelly had set off a flare. "The other teams are ready. I suggest you be first into the forest; if you're caught in the open, you _will_ be mowed down."

The group took off running. John held back their leader; he looked quizzically at the Spartan, and the group slowed, waiting for their commander. "Go on," John yelled, waving for them to continue into the forest. Linda's and Fred's groups, too, were started to move towards the forest, though they hadn't taken any shots at their "opponents" yet.

"Why're you holding me back?" Petty Officer Munchies, leader of John's group, asked.

"The group elected you. Why?"

"I've got the rank – I've been trained to lead, sir," the man replied. "Most of the other guys haven't."

"So it's time they learned."

Munchies grunted unhappily. "It was a trap," he realized.

John nodded. Kelly brought over the two leaders from her groups; Linda and Fred did the same with theirs.

"You're a cruel man," Kelly chuckled at John when the leaders sat down in the fields together, bemoaning their group's probable confusion about the loss of their elected commander.

"I'm a practical one," John replied. "How long do you think it'll take 'em to figure it out?"

"All night?" Linda guessed, tying one of the flags around her head like a bandana. John, Kelly, and Fred copied her; upon seeing the brightly-colored cloth, the group leaders groaned again, realizing the "enemy" in this game wasn't the groups in the forest but the Spartans themselves.

"Sticks or pistols?" John asked, picking up a stick.

"Sticks," Kelly replied. "We're going to slaughter them otherwise."

The four Spartans waited for the soldiers to figure out the plan. John, Fred, and Linda had told their groups that the flags had been hidden in the forest; Kelly had told her groups that the invaders had the flags. John wanted to know who would figure it out first – an invader or a defender?

"You look good in orange," Kelly complimented John as the thirty-minute mark clicked by. They occasionally heard the sound of a pistol shot or a soldier's curse come from the woods, but so far, no one had emerged.

"Thank you," John replied, grinning. He spun the stick idly in one hand. "Do you think we should go in?"

"Unite them against us?" Fred mused, swinging idly at his brother. John batted the man's stick away. "Since I don't particularly want to be out here past midnight, we probably should."

"Alright, you five," John said, turning to the group leaders who were lying on their backs now, watching the stars. They sat up quickly. "You're our hostages. Let's move."

"I like being a hostage," Munchies laughed, standing. John took charge of him and another leader, Richards. Kelly chose to "capture" Loony, an older solider who'd seen her share of war before returning to Earth for training; Linda took Dickenson, a solemn soldier who hadn't risen in the ranks due to his love for ground-pounding. That left Fred with Chilapas, the youngest leader of the group with a good grasp of tactical situations but no understanding of the bigger picture.

The Spartans marched their prisoners into the forest. They would be double-tasked: protect their prisoner(s) and prevent the thirty-odd soldiers – if that many still remained unstunned in the forest – from capturing their flag.

The first group John encountered consisted of three soldiers armed with pistols; they hesitated upon seeing one of their leaders and John ambushed all three, taking them down with gentle but firm taps of his stick. He collected their pistols and shot each one to ensure they stayed down; they watched him move off with his prisoners with both amusement and consternation.

"How do you know when you win?" Munchies asked, stepping over another stunned solider. They littered the trails through the forest, and upon seeing the Spartan and his hostages, all of them realized they'd been tricked.

"Who said we'd win?" John replied. "Think about it, but keep quiet. I'll gag you if I need to."

Munchies grinned but was silent as they continued deeper into the forest. John kept up the pace and they ambushed two more groups before a third had started catching on and laid a trap of their own.

Two rounds impacted on the Spartan's thigh, immediately deadening the leg. John dropped to one knee and fired in the direction of the hits. From the sound, he hit at least one person before another round impacted his chest, knocking him to his back and quite thoroughly stunning the Spartan. It had been years since the man had been hit with a stun weapon – he'd forgotten the tingling that spread throughout his body.

"We got the Chief!" a couple of the men howled in delight. Their noise brought Kelly, who took everyone still standing out quickly.

Kelly stomped over to John and glared at him. "Feeling good down there?" she asked.

"Wonderful," John replied jokingly. "You should try it."

"I prefer not to. Well, I may as well take you two," she said, addressing John's prisoners. "Let's go." She looked back at John. "I hope it rains on you."

"So vicious," John muttered as his sister led her group away. One of the soldiers lying nearby sighed expansively.

"So how was everyone's day?" a man asked after a few minutes of silence. Everyone answered on some variant of "good" and chuckled.

"What'd you all do in training?" John asked, idly ripping a leaf apart.

"Sang and danced, as usual, Chief," the trainees replied. "You should have joined us."

"He'd've run us into the ground," another man protested. "I have a hard time keepin' up with unaugmented trainers. No offense, Chief."

"None taken," John replied.

"Ooof. It's been a while since we played with stun rounds. I forgot how much they sting."

"You sound like you're in pain, Matalia. Need some bitch pills?" another man snipped.

"Nah," the man replied. "But your sister could fix me right up."

There were several sounds of agreement and amusement, and John sat up carefully, testing his limbs.

"Up already?" a man asked from his left. "I still feel flattened."

John shrugged, grinning slightly. "I'm used to feeling flattened. I spar with Kelly." The men groaned in agreement – at one point or another, they'd all been privileged to spar with the female Spartan.

"She'll get you for that one, Chief," one of the men snickered. "I'd sleep with one eye open if I were you."

"I always do." John stood and wobbled a bit before gaining back his sense of equilibrium. "Join me on the fields when you can," he ordered the men – they groaned but acknowledged the command, some of them starting to sit up and test their movements.

He found Linda waiting for him; she had several other soldiers with her. "John," she said in greeting. "Did you get ambushed, too?"

John nodded, rotating a shoulder. "Once Fred and Kelly are done, we should be just about finished," he said, glancing at the rising moon. The sunlight was darkening, casting the forest in shadows. It would be an advantage to the Spartans, who had better night vision than their unaugmented foes.

"Sounds good," Linda agreed.

Kelly and Fred took another twenty minutes to round up the rest of the soldiers. By then, most of the groups John had stunned had made their way back to the fields with the waiting Spartans. They were still missing half a dozen soldiers, but Kelly and Fred came out of the woods with their prisoners carrying the missing men and women.

"There we go," Kelly grunted, setting down the soldier she carried. "Four-zip, Spartans win again." She smirked, waving all four of the brightly-colored flags.

"Aren't winners supposed to treat losers to lunch?" Chilapas asked, stowing a pile of pistols in the rack Linda had brought out to the fields.

"I thought it was the other way around," Fred answered, smirking.

"No, I'm fairly sure winners treat," Richards laughed. "You know, makin' up for whoopin' our asses and all that."

"We hardly "whooped" you," Kelly protested. "We had a 50% casualty rate."

"And we had a 99% casualty rate – 100% if you count prisoners."

"I count prisoners," Chiapas said loudly.

"Alright," John said, calling the soldiers back to order. They lined up quickly, except the few who couldn't stand yet. "Good exercise tonight, soldiers. You'll have to do better next time."

"Sir, yes, sir!" the men and women barked, standing to attention.

"Fall out." They saluted and split up into groups. Several took the weapons back to the armory, while others grabbed their stunned comrades and carried them towards the barracks.

John and his siblings walked slowly towards their house, taking the bandanas off. "Terry wants us to come on a vacation with him and the family," Fred said.

"A vacation?" Kelly asked, raising an eyebrow. "We're Spartans. Vacation isn't in our vocabulary. Why does he want us to go with him?"

"He just wants us to," Linda replied, smiling slightly. "You've got to admit, it'd be nice to get back into outer space. I always hated being on ships, but being dirt-side so long is no better."

"And we have plenty of leave," Fred pointed out. "They'd like to take us."

"But can we go at all? We still need permission even with leave."

"I think they'd allow it – there are still some Kig Yar pirates out there, and some human ones, too – we could go as bodyguards, check on the progress on Kalgarro…" Fred grinned slightly.

"Kalgarro? Isn't that the colony they're trying to start up on one of the old ice moons of Jupiter?"

"Exactly," Fred replied. "It'd be nice to see a colony being built instead of destroyed."

"We don't have to decide right away," Linda reminded them quietly. "They won't be going until December – we've got a couple of months to make our choice."

"Unless, of course, Terry cuts straight to the top and requests our presence," Kelly pointed out shrewdly.

"He wants it to be our decision," Fred told her. "We've done well with everything else civilian – maybe it's time for a little "us" time, like we haven't had since Reach."

"We've had plenty of "us" time," Kelly protested. "We've had nothing _but_ "us" time since that last pirate excursion."

John nodded. "But it may be a good idea," he said quietly. "We could perform several functions. Bodyguard and escort for Terry and his family; check on Kalgarro's progress and the UNSC troops stationed there."

"_And_ a vacation," Linda pointed out. "We've never had a vacation. It sounds like fun. Kalgarro's supposed to have great indoor beaches." She grinned slightly and opened the front door to their house; they went inside quickly.

"Why a vacation?" Kelly huffed, striding into the kitchen and opening the fridge door. She pulled out bottles of chilled water and handed them to her siblings. They stood around the kitchen. "We've got everything we could want right here. It's peaceful, we've got troops to train, weapons to try out." She shrugged. "I'm just saying that we don't need to go."

"It's not a matter of need – or even what would be best," Linda replied after a quiet moment's thought. "It could be – it _is_ – only about what we want. What would make us happy?"

"I'd like to see the colony," Fred admitted, grinning slightly. "Humanity's rebuilding around us – and we're a very small part of that now, compared to the part we played in the war. Besides, who knows when the next time we'll get to see a colony being made instead of glassed?"

"I agree with Fred," John mused. "It would be nice to see something being built – help build it, if possible. And we could go as guards for the ship, too. We don't have to go for one purpose."

Kelly shrugged. "I'm impartial," she said. "If you all think it'd be fun, then let's do it."

"I'll put in the paperwork," John offered. His siblings nodded in agreement.

"Now that we've agreed on that," Linda said, shooing Kelly away from the fridge, "we have to agree on what to have for dinner."

"I'm not all that hungry," Fred admitted, shrugging. "Whatever you cook sounds good to me, I think. Anyone got ideas?"

"I'm not starving, either," John agreed. "Just not all that hungry. Maybe something light?"

"How about salad and fruit?"

"Sounds good," Kelly agreed.

Linda nodded and got to work. Her siblings, knowing she preferred to work in silence, dispersed. Kelly and John went down into the basement and set out the sparring mats. Fred decided to go upstairs and work on a few of his own projects.

"So," Kelly panted, fifteen minutes into their sparring, "what're you looking forward to the most?" She grunted as John got hold of her arm and twisted it behind her. They stood for a moment, breathing heavily but not yet exhausted.

"Linda's looking forward to the beaches," John replied.

"I know." Kelly threw John over her hip and followed him to the floor, pinning him down. "But what are _you_ looking – oof!"

John rolled and pinned his sister. "I don't know," he answered, shifting his weight as she bucked against him. "I think I'd like to see agricultural fields – real ones with human hands on them, not just robotic feeders."

"Huh." Kelly managed to gain a little leverage and snapped the palm of her hand into the crook of John's elbow. His arm buckled and she swiftly wiggled out from under him. "What for?"

"It'd be interesting to see what kind of food they're growing," John replied, rolling away from his sister. "And I'm sure I'd enjoy seeing the terraforming process."

"I think that's what's drawing Fred."

"What about you?" John asked, feinting to the right. Kelly called his feint, however, and dove within his reach, grabbing onto his arms and throwing him to his back.

"I don't know," she said, sitting on his chest. John yawned and tucked his hands under his hand, grinning slightly. Sensing the match was over, Kelly rolled off of him, lying on her back next to him. "I think it'd be interesting, but I'm not entirely sure about going on a vacation. I mean, we've never done that before. We've never needed vacations."

"No, but that's what we fought for – what our siblings died for. Peace. And peace means vacations, school for the kids, trips to the zoo, War Games instead of war…" John grinned slightly as Kelly huffed in reluctant agreement.

"Also," Kelly said after a moment, "I guess we could use a tan." Despite spending more time outside, none of the Spartans had lost their trademark paleness.

"You'd look good in a tan," John teased, rolling away when she smacked at him.

"Are you saying I don't look good now?" she asked, narrowing her eyes dangerously.

John merely grinned and got to his feet, offering her a hand. Kelly accepted it and he levered her to her feet. They went upstairs where Linda was just setting out dinner; John called Fred down and they sat down to eat.

"Any plans for tomorrow?" John asked when they'd finished eating and were cleaning the table.

"Not for me," Linda replied, shrugging. Kelly nodded in agreement.

"I thought I might go check on the IVs progress." Fred scratched his head and shook his hair out, handing John a stack of plates. "It's been a few days since our last surprise inspection."

John nodded thoughtfully. "I'll go with you – and while we're there, I can fill out the leave paperwork."

"I think I'll tag along," Kelly agreed. "I want to talk to the techs about a new suit design."

Linda grinned. "Well, count me in," she said, covering the leftover salad with a clear plastic film and setting it in the fridge. "I'll find something to do."

"The snipers might enjoy a demonstration," Fred suggested.

"It's been a while. I might miss."

"You never miss," John reminded her. "We can practice before we go if you want to."

"I have been itching to try out the new hybrid sniper," Linda admitted, leaning against the counter. "And no one has those except the IVs. I can practice there."

"Let's leave the armor. We could try out the new suits – just to make sure they fit and all. It's been a while since our last try in those." Kelly's siblings chuckled; they knew how much she liked their new battle suits, which they didn't get to use except in testing new features.

"It'd be good to see how much damage they can take," John agreed, putting a glass in the drying rack. "They were talking about adding in a secondary shielding system that would take over if the primaries fail and I'd like to see how that performs."

"Like when _someone_ steps right into plasma." Kelly half-glared at her brother from where she was wiping down the table.

"The shields are designed to protect me from that," John protested.

"It doesn't mean you get to just wade into plasma like you're going for a swim."

The Chief waved off his siblings' good-natured teasing. He was a little reckless when it came to plasma, he admitted to himself. "I think we should plan to arrive before they get warmed up; we could take over for the day, if the trainers are willing to let us."

"Willing?" Kelly scoffed, hanging the towel she'd used on the oven's handle to dry. "We can just take them. Those trainers are half-dead trying to keep the IVs working hard. It'd be different if we knew how to train everything we know into them…" She grimaced; they'd tried, but their method of training had resulted in more broken bones and dropouts than the UNSC had seen for generations, and they'd been quietly removed from that duty.

"But we don't, not for the long-term," John reminded her. "We can take them for a day – maybe even a few. But they just can't keep up with us."

"It'll be a sad day if we ever face enemies like the Covenant again," Kelly murmured.

"There are more IVs than there were IIs. And they have better training and equipment than the IIIs. It isn't just a matter of training – quantity counts, too."

"Speaking of IIIs, has anyone heard from Tom or Lucy recently?" The two IIIs were in charge of the remaining third-generation Spartans. For all intents and purposes, the public didn't know they existed, and they were all in deep space, running missions on Kig Yar pirate ships and protecting shipping crews.

"No," John, Fred, and Kelly replied.

"Last I heard, they were about to run some human pirates out of a major shipping lane near Newest Jericho," Fred continued. He leaned on a counter near Linda.

"I wonder how that went." Jealousy laced Kelly's voice, but just barely.

"I'll ask." Fred headed upstairs to the siblings' shared terminal. From there, he would be able to encrypt and send out a private message to the IIIs. They wouldn't receive a reply for a few days, but they were used to the delays in interstellar communication.

John carefully set the last of the washed dishes in the upright drying rack and drained the sink, washing his hands quickly.

"We have another school visit this week," Linda suddenly said, looking at the display on the fridge. "It must have come in while we were out."

"Which school?" Kelly asked, joining her sister.

Linda grinned. "The kids'," she replied. "We can prove Lucy's not a liar."

Kelly nodded, quickly accessing the fridge's small home terminal and looking at the assignment. As part of getting the public used to the Spartan program, the IIs visited at least one public institution – like a school or hospital - every week. Not only did it give the public a chance to gawk at the war heroes, but it also projected strength and unity into the next generation. And if some children set their hearts on joining the UNSC – especially the Spartan IV program – as a result, brass wasn't going to complain.

"Armor?" John asked, drying his hands on a small towel.

"Doesn't say," Kelly replied, closing the assignment and tacking a note of reminder to the fridge. "At least a couple of us should go in armor."

"All four," Linda said quickly. "We can always change out in the Pelican, but the public wants armored Spartans, not old men and women."

"Some of us still look young," Kelly muttered, smirking at her sister.

"Some of us are vain and dye our hair," Linda replied without missing a beat. Kelly grinned in agreement. "What do you think, John?"

"We'll wear the armor at first," John agreed. "But we'll have to change out if they want us to actually go inside."

His sisters nodded in agreement. "Can we do a Spartan Jump?" Kelly asked, eyes brightening.

"We're not inserting into a battle zone, Kelly." John shook his head.

"They might not have a Pelican-sized parking spot."

John knew she was right; further, he knew that she enjoyed showing off, and a Spartan Jump was exactly the sort of grand entrance she'd like to make.

"_If_ we clear it beforehand _and_ have a good landing zone _and_ there is no way to park the Pelican, then yes, we can jump in," John finally agreed after a moment of thought.

Kelly grinned and ran upstairs to look at satellite imagery of the school, hoping to find a lack of landing zones. John turned to Linda, who looked up after their sister with fond exasperation. Signing for silence, she beckoned for John to join her and they walked outside and then towards the woods and away from the house. Curious, John kept his silence until Linda broke it.

"I worry about Kelly sometimes," the woman admitted, stepping over a thick log and sliding down an incline. She waited for him at the bottom.

"About what?" John asked, grabbing a tree branch to keep himself steady as he slid to a halt next to her.

"She loves children," Linda replied, walking away.

Wondering what his sister was trying to get at, John followed quickly, ducking under a branch that Linda had pushed out of her way.

"And?" he finally asked when she was silent for a few minutes.

"And I think she's setting herself up for disappointment." John shook his head in puzzlement; Linda sighed, turning on her heel and forcing the larger Spartan to halt quickly, his back to a tree. "Look at how much she enjoys having Terry's kids over. At how much she enjoys visiting schools and daycares, but dislikes going to hospitals – unless there are children there – and colleges. How far she's willing to go to play with Lucy. How angry she was when Jonathan skinned his knee, or when Kade got a split lip." John nodded, remembering those episodes.

"She likes going to the training camps," John pointed out, feeling very much like he was missing a big piece of the puzzle Linda was trying to lay in front of him.

"John." Linda pinched the bridge of her nose, shaking her head. "Can't you see it? Kelly _wants _children."

"Impossible." The word was out before John could think to pull it back; he winced slightly as Linda glared at him.

"Impossible?" she asked, shaking her head. "John, you really don't get things sometimes. We've been conditioned since we were six to ignore our human side." John nodded; this wasn't news to him, after all. But before he could speak, Linda continued. "We've been taught to ignore pain, suffering – to let go of the deaths of our brothers and sisters. We love each other, but we don't know intimacy; we have no sexual drives. But we weren't supposed to make it to this age – the conditioning was supposed to keep us alive in a battlefield, and without the constant need to be a soldier…" She frowned and stepped back, wordlessly shaking her head. "I think those barriers are coming down, John – in all of us, but Kelly's expressing it more freely because that's how she is."

John rubbed a hand awkwardly over his head. He'd seen the same signs Linda had mentioned, but he'd never thought more about it than Kelly's exuberant nature. "And you think Kelly is looking to settle down and start a family?"

"I think she's doing it unconsciously, but yes. And I think we're not far behind. You can't tell me you don't enjoy having the kids around."

"I do enjoy spending time with them," John answered carefully. "But I don't think I want to… To have any of my own."

"We're getting older, John. Our bodies are built to be the supreme human form, which I think just strengthens the urge to reproduce. Whether or not that's true… I couldn't tell you. I'm not a biologist. I think the original reduction to our sexual drive is still there – that was a physical change, not a mental one. But the urge to reproduce has nothing to do with wanting intimate contact from a lover."

"We're still soldiers of the UNSC – they practically own us."

"I know, which is why I said Kelly's setting herself up for disappointment. She won't – she can't – find herself someone to settle down with. Let's be perfectly honest – she couldn't choose anyone outside of our group. They wouldn't understand that she wouldn't enjoy intimacy as anything but a means to an end. And it's perfectly possible she'd break them accidentally." John could see the tips of Linda's ears through her hair; they were bright red. He realized what she was talking about and tried not to follow that path in his thoughts.

"Besides," Linda said, walking slowly again, "the UNSC can't afford to let us go. There are still threats out there. The IV program is going well, but they're second-rate compared to us. It's not a nice assessment, but it's true. And they've invested billions of dollars in us. They want their money's worth."

John walked behind his sister, thinking quietly for a moment before speaking. "You're worried that Kelly will be unhappy when she consciously realizes," he murmured.

"Yes," Linda replied, relief in her voice. "And when she does – I don't know what will happen, honestly."

"Don't you think she can figure this out on her own?" John asked.

Linda turned her head around to stare at him with a growl. "Would I be telling you this if I thought she could handle it?" John held up his hands in surrender. "No, she can't. None of us can. We've never really had friends outside of our group – not to mention… Well, there were rumors that you and Kelly snuck out to kiss, but we never caught you. So she might not have any idea what she actually _wants_."

John blinked in astonishment. He and Kelly _had_ made a habit of sneaking out of the training camp at Reach, but he hadn't thought the rest of them had come to that conclusion. Besides, John had been a part of almost every group that escaped the camp every night. He cleared his throat consciously.

"Oh, please, John," Linda chuckled, some of her former humor restored. "We were kids. We gossiped."

John palmed his face. "We never…" Well, that was untrue. There had been that one time, when he and Kelly had been wrestling in the grass… The old memory had faded with time, but he did remember one thing with complete clarity.

Linda merely raised an eyebrow and continued forward. "So, do you understand now?"

"I don't think so," John replied honestly. Linda huffed. "I'm seeing the same signs, Linda, but I don't think Kelly wants kids. I think she likes being around them – she likes playing with Lucy because she never got to as a kid. And she feels protective because that's how we are. _You_ got pretty upset when Jonathan fell down the stairs that one time. Plus, they've got an innocence to them that we never did, so we're naturally attracted to it."

"I guess you could be right," Linda mused reluctantly. She turned back towards the house. "But I still think we're starting to slip."

"Of course we are. We're no longer bound to a soldier's life. If we wanted to, we could take hour-long baths and eat fresh food all day long and never pick up a gun unless ordered to again. I don't know about you, but I, for one, would not enjoy that. But not enjoying it doesn't mean I couldn't do it."

"_And_ we're getting older."

"And we're greying," John agreed, grinning slightly as he ducked under a branch. "But I still think you're off the mark on this one."

"Maybe I am, maybe I'm not."

"Or maybe it's something only you and Kelly can understand," John offered after a few minutes of silent walking.

Linda eyed him. "Oh, I see. Female hormones talking, is that it?" she asked, playfully pretending to be angry.

"Maybe," John agreed, ducking as she smacked at him. "But in all seriousness, Linda, you and Kelly _are_ women, and women do tend to feel the urge to reproduce more than males."

"Alright, I can agree to that. But still. You'd think that, with all our emotional conditioning practically out the window by now, we'd be feeling some sort of urge… All of us, I mean."

John shrugged. "I like being around the kids, but I don't want any of my own. I've heard the horror stories of diapers – and then constantly screaming as a toddler, then pre-teen hormones, then teenage hormones and boyfriends... No, thank you. I'll let Terry deal with that part." He grinned.

"Gods, you're such a child sometimes." Linda scooped up a handful of leaves and threw them at her brother. "I was _trying_ to have a serious conversation."

John chuckled and ducked away. "I know, Linda. And I am taking it seriously. But we're going to have to agree to disagree on this one – at least until more evidence crops up."

"Alright," Linda agreed, heading into the lawn behind the house. "But not a word to them."

John nodded and followed her into the house.


	5. Spartan IVs

**Chapter 5: The Spartan IVs**

"Alright, trainees, you've got some _special_ guests today who're gonna see if you're really Spartan material! And they should know!"

John stood rim-rod straight as the drill sergeant yelled at the thirty Spartan IV candidates standing at attention. The program had had only seven openings at the last recruitment quarter – three months ago – and since then, nearly half of the candidate pool had dropped out – some due to injury, others due to exhaustion. They would have continued if they could have, mostly, but only the very best survived and would get the augmentations that would allow them to carry their own GEN 2 MJOLNIR armor. Those who had dropped out of the last one had been included in this pool, along with two dozen new trainees.

This group, twelve openings were available – which mean a few IVs had died somewhere, since usually they only increased the total number by five to seven each quarter. The trainees were lined up in rows of ten, making them three deep; each one was bigger than the average person, even the average Marine. John recognized, too, a few Navy Seals this time around – they didn't usually last very long, less used to working constantly in gravity than in 0 gee, where they were pre-trained to fight. As usual, the group mostly consisted of ODSTs, in the prime of their life.

"This is Lieutenant Commander Sierra-117, leader of the Spartan II platoon. You will address him as "sir" or "LT" at all times, are we understood?" the man thundered.

"Sir, yes, sir!" the trainees roared back. _They have good voice, at least_, John noted.

"And these two are Master Chiefs Sierra-087 and Sierra-058. You will address them as "sir" or "Chief." Again, he asked if they understood and they roared confirmation. He similarly introduced Fred and then concluded his sermon with a tirade about how weak they were, how strong the training regime would make them, and their opportunity, at any time, to leave the program without any black mark on their record.

Unlike the II program, the IV was completely voluntary. There were ups and down – often the very best of the UNSC weren't willing to dedicate their lives to her service, which meant that Spartan IVs, John knew, were paid _a lot_. More, even, than the IIs had been. Though money had always been a foreign concept to the IIs, the IVs knew exactly how much they were getting and often bragged about it. As far as John knew, he and his siblings were completely taken care of for the rest of their lives, but that was basically the extent of his knowledge.

The trainer stepped to the side and let John take over. Dressed simply in his training clothing – fatigues, a heavy backpack carrying several pounds of bricks in lieu of supplies, and a pistol strapped to his hip – John knew the trainees were a little disappointed. They had, of course, expected the IIs in full MJOLNIR armor, decked out with rifles and grenades and probably an anthem playing somewhere. John snorted. They still had the arrogance of ODSTs, even the non-ODSTs.

His sisters were similarly dressed and their short haircuts had likely fooled several of the soldiers, notoriously archaic in their view of females, into thinking they were thinner men. Fred, in addition to the regular gear, was also playing with a knife again – though the soldiers watched John unerringly, the ones closest to Fred kept the man in their sight.

"I," John said, standing easily now, "am Sierra-117, Spartan II. In recognition of your abilities and above-average speed, strength, and other traits, you have been accepted into the training program for the Spartan IVs. There are twelve openings and thirty of you. We expect more than half of you to drop out. If you do not, you will be offered a chance to become Spartan IVs; you will undertake the augmentations that will allow you to wear the GEN 2 armor."

"To begin," Fred continued, stepping up smoothly, "you will learn to work with your squad mates until you trust them with everything and can anticipate each other. More than armor, that is the true strength of the Spartan IV program. You will eat, sleep, and train together. You will be dirty, hurt, crying, exhausted, and angry – as long as you do it _together_. Is that understood?"

"Sir, yes, sir!"

"Good." Fred nodded in satisfaction. "Your first day is learning what you can – and can't – do. You won't be compared to the average soldier anymore. Now, you will be compared to us – and we will beat you. We are stronger, faster, and tougher than you are, make no mistake of that. You will strive to keep up with us. If you cannot, you will be cut. Is that understood?"

"Sir, yes, sir!"

"Good. Then line up, trainees, and we'll go for a little run." The soldiers visibly started when Kelly spoke, her higher voice marking her instantly as female. Several glanced at her cautiously but quickly did as they were told.

John and Fred took the rear; Linda and Kelly set the pace up front. They alternated jogging and running throughout that morning. The Spartan IIs, not quite in their prime, nonetheless ran the trainees into the dirt until most of them were puking on the sidelines and the rest had already done so and tried to continue only to keel over in exhaustion when their legs refused to hold them upright.

John and his siblings were breathing hard at the end of the exercise as they observed the exhausted soldiers. One of the drill sergeants shook his head off to the side; John didn't spare the man a glance. He knew that these men and women needed a good dose of humiliation before they could accept that they were not going to breeze through this training camp.

"This is the best the UNSC can provide?" Kelly said loudly enough for nearby soldiers to hear. There were a few growls at her derisive tone, but no one said anything aloud.

Fred led the next part as the soldiers tried to keep up with the Spartans. "1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and again," Fred chanted in rhythm. At one, he dropped to a push-up position; on the next three numbers, he completed three pushups. On five, six, seven, and eight, he switched to one-handed pushups, two per arm. On nine, he pulled his legs back up under his body into a crouch; at ten, he was standing at attention.

Few of the soldiers managed to keep up with him, and even John could feel the strain of exercises he hadn't done since he was a child. The rapid-fire pace not only strengthened the trainee's bodies but would also get them used to moving more quickly than they normally did – a necessity, because once in their armor, they'd have to keep track of all four limbs moving more rapidly than generally possible.

"1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10," Fred chanted, completing the exercise. Kelly and Linda walked around to either side of the trainees, watching their form.

"Trainee, your ass should be straight in line!" Kelly barked at one unfortunate soul, who refused to look up but straightened out his back again so that he was in a proper push-up position.

"You're going to sweat, trainee – so get sweating!" Linda yelled at another man.

"1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10." Fred stood, watching the trainees as they stumbled upright and almost collapsed again, thinking he was going to continue. "On your feet, trainees!" he barked. "Take a drink and jog it off!"

The trainees gratefully took swigs of water from their Camelbacks and then jogged around the square while the four Spartans came together to discuss their next move.

"They won't keep going for long," Kelly muttered, watching the trainees jog. She raised her voice suddenly. "On his heels, trainee – anyone falls behind will be running through lunch!" The woman who had been falling back slightly increased her pace doggedly, staring at the heels of the man in front of her.

"Lunch break?" John suggested, glancing at the sun.

Linda shook her head. "They don't know any better – they'll eat and then throw up this afternoon. We'll need to babysit them for at least forty-five minutes before releasing them to lunch. Nothing too strenuous – maybe a demonstration?"

"Is the field set up?" John asked, turning to one of the drill sergeants watching with a slightly disapproving frown.

"No, sir, but we could get it up in half an hour."

"Do it, please."

"Yes, sir." The man turned and called his comrades together; they headed first towards the garages, where the supplies would be, and then drove to the farthest field.

"Fall in, trainees!" Kelly barked at the men and women. They stumbled back into their lines, standing as straight as possible. They were covered in dirt and dust streaked with sweat lines running down their faces and darkening their clothing. "In order to show you exactly what kind of performance we expect from you in the upcoming months of your training, we've arranged a demonstration. Meet us at the far fields in fifteen minutes. You may rest – do _not_ eat – until then, if you hurry over." She looked at them for a minute. "Fall out!"

Some, taking her advice, jogged quickly towards the fields on the outskirts of the camp. Others walked; they would not have time to relax once they got to the fields.

Kelly and her siblings, meanwhile, quickly headed into the technician's workplace, commonly called the Barn, and suited up into their new armor quickly.

John couldn't help but admire the new suits. Not only were they lighter, their paint fresh and unchipped by years of warfare and hasty repairs, but they truly felt like an extension of his body. His old suit felt like that after he'd gotten used to it, but these suits were tailored to their Spartan, a luxury they hadn't had during the war. As a result, the team was entirely suited up within ten minutes.

"You look great," one of the technicians said, grinning. "Smile pretty!" She held up a camera and Kelly grabbed John in a headlock before he could insist they leave. She held him down firmly while the technician took their picture. Linda and Fred joined in the second one.

"Alright, go have fun – but be gentle on it, alright?" the technician asked, winking. "I'd rather spend my time upgrading and testing than fixing it because you got too confident. Now, shoo."

They quickly jogged out of the Barn and through the camp, coming to the outer fields with a full thirty seconds to spare.

The trainees were gathered in a group with several of the drill sergeants. Most were sitting; all straightened to attention at the sight of the foursome, though, and gaped.

John had been expecting that reaction. The GEN 1 upgraded armor – Mark VIIIs - were not only sleeker and slimmer in design, though still just as tough, but highlighted with silver and gold. It was an artistic touch that the technicians insisted on, since the four IIs wouldn't choose a new armor color.

Kelly's had streaks of gold through her chest and sides that looked fluid as they danced across her torso. Her silver highlighting was minimal – a few token splashes on her forearms and calves. On her chest, right under her number designation, was her white rabbit design, painted in white and outlined with silver.

Linda, by contrast, had her visor outlined in silver. Trailing silver paint led over the back of her helmet, down through her shoulders and then split into several thinner strands that wove down her back and calves. Her chest plate had a stenciled design in gold, an ancient Indian mandala – simplistic yet elegant and beautiful. It represented an eye, though stylized heavily.

Fred's own armor was covered equally in gold and silver, ragged slashes that looked random yet had a certain harmonious flair. The raggedness of the edges was actually a carefully-crafted "mistake" that imitated knife slashes. Just under his number designation was a golden knife, about seven centimeters long, with silver "blood" dripping from the end.

John had left the design of his own armor to the technicians, except for one part. Where his siblings were green, silver, and gold, John had chosen his own color for the chest insignia – a stylized picture of Cortana in her signature blue-purple. He couldn't see it while wearing the armor, but he knew what it looked like: the AI with both hands raised, palms up. Over one hand floated a silver halo, a reminder of their first real mission together. A golden Requiem rested in her other hand: their last mission together. The technicians had added gold and silver swirls on the rest of the armor, which John didn't mind.

John heard several muttered comments – such as "wow" and "holy shit" – before the trainees came fully to attention. "The course is ready, sir," one of the drill sergeants, similarly impressed, said, looking all four of them up and down. "Everything's live."

Upon hearing that, several soldiers glanced uncertainly at the fields, clearly expecting that they were going to be expected to run through the gauntlet. John observed the field for a moment.

The expanse of dirt and scruffy grass, mostly run down to the roots, was clearly marked with a line of fence around the area. Though it wouldn't be difficult to climb over, the warning signs promised death to anyone who entered that wasn't supposed to be inside. Several towers around the perimeter of the fifty-meter-wide square could house anything from instructors to automated turrets to civilian watchers. John couldn't see inside to see what surprises the drill sergeants had come up with this time.

The first few meters of the obstacle course were littered with freshly-dug pits – a mine field, then. The next couple of meters had clearly been watered into a thick mud pit; likely several feet deep, it could trap a fully-armored Spartan easily. After that, there was a section of thick barbed wire, spun into a nearly-impenetrable barrier. Then a low wall for cover – though John didn't doubt for a second that it, too, was wired to explode.

Then a series of higher walls that they would have to climb; there was no way around them, but also no handholds. They'd be completely exposed on the front sides. After the series of walls, the trainers had left a meter of open ground and then planted another mine field.

At the other end of the field was, as John had expected, the ceremonial bell that every Spartan candidate had to ring at least once before they could graduate. It was, in fact, a replica of the bell that John and his siblings had used in their own training days. The original had, of course, been melted with Reach, but the tradition of the bell ringing was powerful with candidates. There was also a myth that the first person to ring the bell in every group of trainees would become the leader of that platoon of Spartan IVs – just as John, the first child to ring the original bell on Reach, had gone on to become the Master Chief of tales that were quickly becoming legend.

John turned back to the trainees. "Stand to and watch closely. This is what we'll be expecting from you before you ever become Spartans." He nodded to his siblings, who were all smirking under their helmets.

The four activated their shields manually – to save power, since they didn't generally need shields in training, technicians had installed a manual shield override. The dumb AIs in each suit were advanced enough to detect incoming threats and snap them on with a millisecond's notice, too.

Silently, the four arranged themselves in a line across the beginning of the course. John thought he saw movement in the shadows of one of the towers and figured the trainers had set up at least one automated turret.

John clicked his green light once and shot forward into the mine field. Fred followed him, a couple meters behind; Kelly and Linda paired up as well. As soon as their boots hit the dirt, two of the towers exploded in automatic fire. Kelly and John ran, jigging sideways randomly, too quickly for the proximity triggers on the mines to catch the first one through the field. The mines exploded and as the dirt showered them, Linda and Fred followed their siblings. The turret fire peppered their shields, but they ignored it – they could afford to, but stepping on a single mine would definitely have consequences.

They came to the mud pit and Kelly slid to a stop, turning; John grabbed her hand and she threw him bodily across the mud pit and into the barbed wire, which he rolled through easily. A strand wrapped around his foot; he had to stall for a moment to tug himself free, sparing a glance over his shoulder to find Linda being thrown across the pit as well. Fred would toss Kelly over and then wade through himself; she'd wait for him on the far side and pull him free as quickly as possible.

John turned back to the front, letting Linda catch up. They charged through the barbed wire, snapping it when they needed to, and crouched behind the first short wall. Kelly and Fred joined them a moment later; Fred's lower half was covered in mud.

They didn't need to communicate as they took stock of the situation. Fred and Kelly jumped over the low wall first, followed by John and Linda; the two Spartans in front slid into the wall, making it groan. Their siblings, following them, jumped and hit the wall at the same time, higher up. It groaned in protest and then collapsed; Linda and John rode it down while Kelly and Fred ran up it to hit the next wall. They pushed over all four of the walls that way. The last wall fell into the mine field and triggered half a dozen shock mines, which ripped it to pieces.

John and his teammates took a moment to find and unearth two of the mines in the last minefield. Ringing the bell would silence the guns, but Spartan IIs were trained to eliminate threats – not merely put them off. So Kelly climbed one tower while Fred climbed another, each carefully cradling a mine. They tossed their cargo into the tower's interior and then jumped back down. As the mines exploded, all four Spartans gathered at the base of the pole. Kelly rang the bell for all of them.

"They used to make these better," Fred murmured as they walked out of the obstacle course and towards the waiting trainees.

"They're not equipped for us," John replied, eyeing his brother's mud-covered armor. "But the mud pit is a new one."

"I liked it," Kelly chirped, a grin in her voice that came over the radio.

The trainees stared at the course, which was still falling apart in places, and then at the four Spartans, who – except for muddy Fred – were untouched. The IIs arranged themselves in an arc again and addressed the candidates.

"That was a simple exercise to show you what you can expect in the next few weeks," John began. "You will learn the teamwork we displayed as well as the speed, strength, and agility to navigate such a course without tiring. You will now have a half hour to yourselves, during which time you will be expected to eat and prepare for this afternoon's training session, which will be overseen by your regular drill instructors. We will continue to test you as you build yourselves and your team. Dismissed."

The soldiers saluted, a new admiration in their eyes as they jogged silently back towards the barracks and mess hall. The drill instructors surveyed the damage to their obstacle course with a mixture of amusement and dismay.

"Next time," one of them scolded teasingly, "warn us that you're going to destroy the guns. Those were brand new and you know how fussy the guys over at supplies get after you destroy their toys."

"Thank you for setting up the course," John replied.

"You're welcome. The new armor's beautiful."

Kelly nodded, grinning under her helmet – not that anyone but her siblings knew it. "It's lighter, too," she chuckled.

"We were hoping that mud pit would get you, seeing how heavy you are," another instructor admitted with a rueful snort.

"It's something we've never faced on the training field, but it came up plenty of times in battle," John said thoughtfully. "It's a good idea to incorporate that – and, if possible, other terrains."

"Well, I can't promise an artic zone, but we'll look at what we can do," the head trainer agreed.

John shook the hands of the men and women and the four trooped back to the Barn.

"What did you _do?_" the head technician, Sara, yelled at Fred when he clunked in covered in mud.

"Playing in a mud pit, ma'am," he answered cheekily.

"No, don't come in, you're going to get mud - stop!" Fred stopped half-way into the main room. "Why me?" Sara asked the gods quietly, looking at the ceiling and then glaring at Fred. "Stay right there, mister."

"Yes, ma'am."

John chuckled and walked past his brother to one of the so-called Stalls, where the armor removal machine was waiting. He walked into it and it started pulling the parts off of his body. While he could do it himself, or with the help of a technician or two, the machine would store the pieces, clean them, and check for damage.

Sara walked around Fred once, surveying the damage, and then trotted to the wall. She came back with a hose and sprayed the Spartan down thoroughly, muttering the whole time about getting her beautiful, shiny armor dirty.

"Playing in the mud, indeed. Alright, Fred, go into a Stall," Sara ordered. "John, Kelly, Linda, all going well? No kinks?"

"No, ma'am," the three answered. John was finished within moments and stepped back out of the machine, pulling his fatigues back on over the black bodysuit the Spartans wore everywhere. His sisters joined him in the middle of the room quickly and they waited for Fred.

"So, how did the demonstration go?" Sara asked, still glaring at the Stall Fred was standing in.

"It went well," John answered. "The shields held up under continuous turret fire, and as you can see, are water- and mud-proof." Sara scoffed and eyed the large man warningly. John held up his hands in surrender. "They did work really well, Sara," he said, grinning.

"I felt like I was flying at one point," Kelly sighed, grinning.

"Well, you were," Fred called from his Stall. "I threw you!"

"I meant other than that," Kelly replied loudly. She turned back to Sara. "The tailored suits are a lot more comfortable than our old armor."

"And a hell of a lot more expensive," Sara sighed, grinning slightly. "You can handle much higher-grade stuff than the IVs, and the funding is going towards them now. Which is why I told you to be gentle. If you break something, we might not have the money to fix it."

John frowned. "We're being phased out?" he asked, concerned. Linda and Kelly shifted subtly.

"You've been getting the short end of the stick since the II Program's details went public," Sara pointed out sourly. "Oh, no, child soldiers, like we haven't done _that_ before. Oh, the horror." She grimaced as John raised an eyebrow. "Sorry, John, it's just… Ugh. But anyway, you've been getting phased out since that last big upgrade to the IV armor. They're no match for you one-on-one, but that doesn't matter because there's going to be _hundreds_ of them. There's two hundred already. Expanding the program slowly, like brass is going now, isn't just because of a lack of applicants – we get plenty of those. It's because there's not enough money to train soldiers. We're at peace; gotta rebuild buildings and schools and hospitals and temples, not soldiers and ships."

Sara sighed, crossing her arms. "I'll not lie to you guys," she said softly. "It's getting worse. We've got an operating budget this quarter that's about 5% smaller. Doesn't sound like much, I know, but that 5% comes out of _your_ armor funds, since you've got working armor that's proven in battle and the future of humanity rests on the IV's shoulders now – supposedly. I still think you four are the baddest badasses out there, but then, I'm just a technician." She smirked.

"It'll be alright," Kelly told her with a slight smile. "They can't afford to let us go."

"Not yet," Sara argued pessimistically. She sighed, though, and leaned into the female Spartan's offered arm around the shoulders – their version of a hug. "So, tell me how the course worked out," she requested. They did so eagerly, pointing out what worked with the armor – and how it could be improved.

"My vision's more limited than I like," Linda admitted, holding her hands to either side of her face to effect blinders. "Could you increase the visor's wraparound?"

Sara nodded thoughtfully. "I figured that might be a problem, but a large visor also means a large target for enemy snipers."

"We need to see enemies to kill them," Linda pointed out.

"True enough. We'll work on it."

"Thanks."

"You know what I want," Kelly chuckled.

"Of course: faster response. But honestly, you're about maxed out, Kelly. The human body isn't meant to travel as quickly as you all move sometimes, especially single parts of it. Any faster and your brain simply _can't_ keep up. You'd end up fighting a half-dozen enemies for every one you face."

Kelly hummed thoughtfully and nodded. John didn't have any suggestions – though judging by the glances from his sisters, they knew what he truly wanted in his armor – Cortana. Even after all these years, he still longed to hear her voice through his speakers, feel her icy tickling in the back of his head.

Fred emerged from his Stall, freshly clean, and joined in the conversation. They finished talking two hours later, having made several suggestions and discussed the armor's overall performance before moving on to the topic of the GEN 2 Spartan IV armor.

"Have a good night, guys," Sara called as they headed towards the door. "Do come again." They waved and wished her a good afternoon.

Outside, the sun was high and hot; they shaded their eyes for a minute and spotted the new batch of trainees running through a field with drill instructors on their heels. The trainers were shouting at their charges.

The four Spartan IIs turned towards their Pelican, which was parked on the airfield. They climbed in quickly and Linda took the pilot's seat. She called into the air control tower, received clearance to take off and well-wishes, and powered up the small ship. The flight back to the Spartan's house was quiet, each of the siblings considering what they had learned that day – about their armor, the IV program, and their own status in the UNSC.

The four disembarked on their home base's airfield just as evening fell. Silently, they walked to their house and let themselves in, taking their shoes off in the entry way. After a day back in the "real world" they had known their whole lives, coming home to a very civilian-like house made all four of them edgy.

Kelly practically dragged John down to the basement for some relaxing sparring while Linda disappeared into the kitchen and Fred went upstairs to work on his own projects.

"So, do you think they're trying to retire us by proxy?" Kelly asked as she and John squared off, having set out the mats and warmed up together already.

"Perhaps," John replied, striking for his sister's left side and turning the movement into a smooth punch on her right. She caught the feint, however, and pushed his fist to the side, trying to throw him off balance.

"Elaborate," she ordered as she struck back, a blow aimed for his exposed ribs. John twisted, letting her hand slide over his side instead of into it, and then twisted back, trapping her arm.

"I think Sara's a little too worried about decreasing budgets." John grunted as Kelly managed to land a solid punch to his upper arm, loosening his grip on her wrist and freeing her other arm. "Our armor _is_ battle-tested and much better than the IVs. And, to be honest, they are the future. We're getting older." To punctuate his remark, it seemed, Kelly drove him backwards onto the mat, landing on top of him to keep him from rolling away. "Oof."

"And we haven't done anything truly spectacular in a while," Kelly agreed, grunting as John tried to lift her so he could get away, but she had him thoroughly trapped. "Other than the War Games, and we don't need high-quality armor for _that_."

"Yes, but," John heaved, finally managing to upset his sister's balance and flipped her onto her stomach, rolling away in the same motion, "there's also likely no enemies left that the IVs can't handle. Like Sara said, there are – hey – more of them." John ducked as his sister kicked at his head, rolling to her feet fluidly.

"The Hunters," Kelly pointed out, dodging John's kick and connecting solidly with his fist. She coughed and pushed back, giving herself space to breathe and gather herself, rubbing the sore spot on her chest. "The IVs can't tackle those guys head-on."

"We don't like to, either," John replied, letting his sister catch her breath. "Many of our siblings died because of Hunters."

"I know," Kelly snapped, launching into a furious attack. For a few seconds, they silently punched, dodged, and kicked; John watched his sister carefully for the moment when she was ready to call it quits and simply talk.
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"And the Brutes – they're not as big, but they're definitely meaner," Kelly panted as John held her down in a grip that, if he tried, could snap her neck instantly. "And there's always the chance that we face another Promethean horde. You barely survived the one time against them."

"But the Didact is dead," John replied, knowing Kelly had brought up the painful battle to bring home her point. He released her and she rolled to her knees, facing him again. They sat knee-to-knee, hands open in their laps, in a meditation pose that Linda had showed the group after the end of the war.

"As far as we know," Kelly pointed out. "You never brought back his body, or even saw him dead." John opened his mouth to speak, but his sister raised a hand and shook her head, indicating she wasn't done. "And, of course, the Forerunner artifacts we've found are probably only the tip of the iceberg. The Halos, the Ark, Requiem, the Dyson Sphere – if they can manufacture entire planets, who's to say they can't _hide_ entire planets? Not to mention, of course, the Composer." John couldn't help the slight shiver that trailed up his spine at the mention of the fearsome Forerunner weapon.

Kelly noticed it, of course, and softened her features consciously, a silent apology that John accepted. "We need to do something other than occasionally checking on the trainee's progress and visiting schools," Kelly said after a moment of quiet contemplation. John raised an eyebrow. "We're… I don't know, John, we're not soldiers anymore. I don't feel like a soldier anymore."

"What do you feel like?" John asked softly, watching his sister's expression change from confusion to slight embarrassment to anger.

"I feel useless," she said finally. "I feel like a civilian trying to pass for a soldier."

"They are not the same thing."

Kelly eyed him. "They are to me. I'm not… John, _we're_ not built to be like this. We're supposed to be fighting or in cryo sleep."

"Would you like to be frozen until there's a fight?"

Kelly glared at him. "No," she spat. "That's not what I meant, John. Just… Ugh, never mind." Kelly stood but John grabbed her wrist and yanked her back down. Startled, she fell, but her training kicked in and she slid out of his grip, which was loosening anyway.

"Sit down," he ordered. Frowning, Kelly did so, though several centimeters now separated their knees. It was a deliberate separation on her part. "Kelly, we're Spartans – we're not designed for leisure. But we're going to have to cope with the fact that we're aging, we're being replaced, and our value to the UNSC lies more in being figureheads now than in being real soldiers. Linda mentioned she was worried about you-"

Kelly growled; John waited and then continued, not allowing for his sister to interject a word of her own.

"About your adjustment. We've been adjusting well, but she thinks that we've hit a limit. That our emotional and social conditioning is being eroded rapidly. We're going to face consequences. She thinks you already are."

Kelly frowned, shaking her head. "John, I'm not saying that-"

"You're acting like it. We all are. We've made good friends – friends outside of the program, outside of the UNSC. People know us by name and personality, not just number or abilities. They like us for being us, not as Spartans or Demons or even soldiers. And there's backlash from that."

"You meant the emotional conditioning. The social's gone out the window already," Kelly said softly, refusing to meet her brother's eyes.

"Yes, it has – and the emotional is going to go next. We're getting older, Kelly – it's only natural-"

"It's _not_ natural," Kelly argued. "We were trained out of this… This… _Human _need."

"But we are human."

"Barely."

John shook his head. "Don't take our humanity so lightly, Kelly. There are those who… deserved more to be human than many I know." Kelly glanced up, knowing that he was speaking of Cortana; she could see the old pain behind his eyes. It had never gone away, and she didn't expect it to, even if she didn't fully understand his relationship with Cortana.

"I know, John," Kelly said. "But… I don't _want_ those walls to come down."

"If you truly didn't, wouldn't they stay up?" John asked quietly. Kelly looked up, startled; John met her eyes squarely. "I ask you honestly, Kelly – not as your brother or your CO, but as your friend. What are you feeling?"

Kelly stared at him for a long moment before answering: "Mortal." John nodded slightly, waiting for more. "And… Trapped, I guess." She shrugged slightly, her shoulders hunched. "I'm nothing _except_ a Spartan."

"You're a lot more than that," John replied. "You're fast, brilliant, beautiful, talented, and great with the kids. You know when and how to be gentle and firm. You give people courage. You may act tough, but people – especially children – know intrinsically that you will listen to them. People look up to you for more than your speed, Kelly." His sister glanced up, her face betraying the embarrassment she felt as she blushed faintly, highlighting her freckles.

John smiled slightly. He knew that Kelly always preferred to show a tough exterior to talking about her emotions – as did he, as did all Spartans. But sometimes, he could crack through that wall, and he knew that, behind it, lay the same mischievous, caring, cheeky girl he'd known as a boy.

"Be honest with me, Kelly," he told her gently. "And with yourself, most importantly."

"I've been feeling pent-up," Kelly admitted, picking at her pants with one hand. John recognized the gesture from their childhood as one that his sister only displayed when she was very nervous and unsure. "The War Games helped, a little, but then it came back, and it was stronger. It's not… It's not the same as being stuck in a ship. I can go run as far as fast as I can and it doesn't go away." She sighed, frustration overcoming embarrassment. "I don't know _why_, either."

"Is it biological, emotional, spiritual, or physical in origin?" John asked, hoping the question might help Kelly focus her thoughts.

"Emotional, I think. It's not physical, and I'm not a spiritual person… But how would I know the difference between biological and emotional? We've never had problems with the one." John nodded in understanding. Kelly sighed quietly and then eyed him warily. "Why are you asking now?"

"It's becoming more apparent." John shifted slightly as his sister growled. "Don't growl at me."

"Sorry, it's just… This is really uncomfortable." John grinned a bit. "Especially… Well, never mind." Kelly made as if to stand but John stopped her with one hand on her knee.

"Not yet. I'm still not convinced you're 100%. Sit down."

Kelly huffed but obeyed, closing the gap between them. "Aren't you supposed to send me to a shrink when we have problems like this?" she asked, teasing him. "I don't think you're qualified."

"If you would like me to make you an appointment with one of the doctors…" John raised an eyebrow.

"Gods forbid," she drawled. "They'll probably put it down to PTSD and tell brass I'm no longer fit for duty."

John nodded. "See? You'd prefer _I_ talk to you. Besides, it can't be that uncomfortable. I've been with you your entire life, basically. We have no sense of modesty."

"Some things a girl can't talk to a guy about, brother or not," Kelly sighed, eyeing him. "Unless you want to discuss what kind of tampons are best-"

John waved his hand. "If you think I have any knowledge on the subject," he teased, grinning. "But I don't, so you're safe there, at least. If you'd rather talk to Linda, though, I can go find her."

"No, no." Kelly paused, watching him carefully, then shook her head. "See, that's what I'm talking about right there. You've still got that conditioning – any other male and they'd be running for the hills at the mention of tampons. Even Fred's a little nervous when Linda and start chatting like that. Not that I blame him, but still. You're holding onto that conditioning." She frowned, eyes suddenly sharp. "Why are you holding onto it, John?"

John blinked. He hadn't expected to be questioned in turn, but he supposed it was only fair. But knowing it intellectually didn't mean he fully understood it, and he glared slightly before he could control himself and dropped his gaze to the mats. "I have to," he answered quietly. Apparently his tone set off warning bells in Kelly because she scooted closer and leaned against him.

"Why?"

"If I don't… I don't know what will happen." John idly traced out a pattern on the floor mats. Only several strokes later did he realize he was drawing Cortana's code-based body and halted the movement forcefully, pulling his hand back as if burned.

"It's that time again, isn't it?"

"Eight years to the day," John agreed. He'd succeeded in not letting it get under his skin until this morning, when he had woken in a sweat and with a deep sense of loss that he couldn't explain until he'd realized that today was the anniversary of Cortana's death.

"But it's more than that. You get melancholy around this time of the year, which we understand – sorta – but you're still holding onto that conditioning otherwise." John glanced at Kelly silently. "I mean, you open up with the kids, and we love to see that, but otherwise… You're either really emotionally stunted, more so than the rest of us, or you're hanging onto that conditioning tooth and nail, and I want to know why."

It had been eight years. John cleared his throat consciously. Surely he could make her understand the nature of his relationship with Cortana – this time, surely. She never had, and he knew she thought his attachment was entirely unhealthy, but he hoped she could.

"If I let those walls down, Kelly, bad things are going to happen. Cortana and I were almost one person for several years. I can't… If I let that conditioning go, I could suffer – badly. We don't even know what the consequences could be. Imagine half of yourself just – died. I was in a bad place for several months after the Didact."

Kelly nodded slightly. "We'd heard – and we wanted to come help you, but we weren't allowed." She sighed, shaking her head. "Still… John, for all that she was smart, Cortana was still just an AI."

If he'd been a cat, John knew, he'd've hissed. As it was, his ears twitched. "Cortana wasn't just an AI," he replied, putting the strength of his conviction behind his voice. "She was… A lot more than that."

"To you," Kelly agreed. She leaned forward slightly to rest her forehead against his, staring into his eyes, almost as if she could convince him simply be being close enough. "But you've got to let her go. It's unhealthy to keep thinking about her death. Remember what the psychs said about our siblings – remember them in life."

"It's not the same."

"She was your partner just as I have been, and Linda, and Fred, and Sam and everyone else."

"She was more than that."

Kelly reared back, eyes shuttering. She glared at John for a moment; he watched her carefully. He'd never admitted it but – it felt right. Cortana had been more to him than just an AI or even just another partner.

"I see," Kelly murmured softly. "Well, John… In that case…" She stood again; John caught her wrist, shaking his head.

"Kelly," he started – but he had no time to finish because she yanked her hand out of his and dashed up the stairs. He heard Linda exclaim and then Kelly was out the door and it slammed shut behind her. Linda stomped down the stairs, glaring at John.

"What did you _do_?" she asked incredulously.

"What's going on?" Fred called from upstairs.

"John's upset Kelly," Linda yelled back up.

"What? How?"

John sighed, shaking his head.

"Yes, _how_, John?" Linda hissed, eyeing him as Fred also walked down the stairs.

"I was talking to her about what we spoke of," John told Linda, rubbing a hand over his head. "Then she turned the tables on me, and… I think I made her angry."

"She's not angry – well, she is, but that's beside the point. What did you tell her?" Linda sat next to John, watching him carefully as though he was a bomb that might explode. Fred went back upstairs; the door's closing a moment later told John he'd gone after their sister.

"She asked about Cortana," John admitted. "It's-"

"The anniversary, I know," Linda agreed. "What did you say?"

"Kelly said I should honor her death like I do one of our siblings. But I told her that… That Cortana means more to me than that."

Linda sucked in a breath and palmed her face with one hand. "Oh, John," she murmured.

"What?" John asked warily, watching his sister for the same outburst that had driven Kelly away.

"Damn your ignorance. This is what happens when we agree not to get involved." Linda seemed to be muttering to herself; John blinked in confusion. Then she looked up at him. "John. Kelly loves you. She always has."

"And I love her – as I love you, and Fred, and all of our siblings." John wasn't sure exactly where Linda was going with this.

"No, John, I'm not talking about that kind of friendship love. I'm talking about _love_."

"Oh." John felt like he'd been hit with the Composer again – the same tickling ran up his spine and through his chest. It wasn't particularly pleasant, but at least it didn't hurt.

Linda sighed, shaking her head. "Tell me what you two talked about." John quickly made his report, word-for-word in case he was missing something subtly vital. When he finished, Linda grimaced. "She's right, you know – we've all been wondering why you've been holding onto that conditioning so hard. Are you scared of facing her death without those walls? Because you have to, someday. It's not healthy to hold on like that."

Before John could answer, Fred came back and walked downstairs. "Couldn't find her," he said quietly.

"She'll come back when she's ready," Linda replied. She reached out; Fred caught her hand and sat next to her, an arm around her shoulders. Linda leaned into her brother. John watched, his eyes unconsciously narrowing. Linda smiled. "Yes, John. _We_ aren't nearly so tangled up about this. It's only natural to want more than a sibling relationship."

"The rules-"

"We haven't let it get in the way of training or missions," Fred pointed out, his voice slightly defensive.

"How long has this been going on?" John asked, wondering if he was simply blind or if his siblings were a lot more devious than he'd ever guessed.

"Almost a year, now."

_Blind. That's got to be the answer_, John thought to himself, watching his siblings. He'd noticed that they were more comfortable around each other within the past year, but he'd put it down to the same thing that had been happening to him and Kelly: they were all getting used to a more civilian-style soldier's life. But to learn that his brother and sister had engaged in a relationship… John sighed.

"Why?" he asked simply.

"It's not a sexual relationship, John," Linda answered, raising an eyebrow as if he should surely understand what she and Fred were talking about. "It's…" She shrugged, glancing at Fred. "It's just a deeper level of trust and love than I feel for you or Kelly." Fred nodded in agreement and Linda looked back at John. "Kelly wants that with you – but you basically just told her that she can never have that, at least not with you. That's hardly fair, is it? Especially since Cortana is dead – I'm sorry, John, but she is – and Kelly's alive, and there's _no one_ else Kelly could possibly turn to."

John rubbed a hand over his face. _This_ was why such inter-team relationships were strictly forbidden by the UNSC. "I'm not… I'm just not there, Linda," he admitted.

"We know that. Kelly knows that. She's willing to wait for you to come around. I tried nudging you around the other day, but you're just a little too dense for that, apparently." She smiled to show she wasn't trying to insult him. "But you really hurt her tonight. Imagine if you wanted something deeper with her, but she told you that she was already taken, and by a dead guy at that."

"It's not that simple," John protested, still trying to understand why Kelly had decided that she wanted _him._

But Linda shook her head. "To us, it is that simple. We can't even fathom the kind of loss you went through, John. And Kelly doesn't want to think about that. She's… Unfortunately, Kelly is the jealous type."

"But…"

"John, there are no ways out of this. Kelly's too far deep to pull herself out. She thought – we all did – that you just needed time to come to terms with Cortana's death. But now you've basically told her that you're never going to let Cortana go, and she's translated that into "I'll never have you." You're going to have to help her."

"I don't know how," John admitted. "Things were simpler when we were just siblings."

Linda smiled, leaning harder into Fred. "Simpler, yes. Nicer? No. Just wait, John – and trust me when I say that you will not regret it." John nodded hesitantly. "Now, go find Kelly and apologize for hurting her. You don't need to do more than that now, but… Just promise you'll think about it, alright?"

"Alright," John agreed, standing. Fred grinned at him and nodded in encouragement; John headed upstairs. He pulled on his shoes in a half-trance, thinking about where he would find Kelly. He knew her better than anyone – where would she go if she was hurting, bad?

He had his answer within seconds and headed out the back door, closing it gently behind him and facing the woods. There were only a few acres to search, but he thought he knew where his sister had gone and headed in on one of the trails. Half-way through the forest, he spotted what he'd been looking for. Even angry and sad and confused, Kelly had left trail markers so he could find her.

John followed the barest signs – a crushed leaf here, snapped twig there, placed just so – until he came to a short cave, really more of a hollow, with a stream a meter from its opening and saw her sitting inside, her eyes closed. She ignored him until he sat down right in front of her, their knees touching; only then did she crack open one eye to glare at him before shutting it again.

"I'm not going away," John said softly. He wasn't sure what to say, so he went with his gut instinct. Even if his instincts mostly dealt with battlefields – well, wasn't this just another type of fight?

"You might as well," Kelly replied, her voice utterly deadpan. "I'm not speaking to you."

"Then you can't interrupt me," John mused. "So listen. Or not. But I'm going to speak because I think you need to hear this." John took a breath and closed his own eyes, calming his mind. "When Cortana and I first met, I thought she would be a liability. Her personality was completely at odds with my own, and not at all conducive – so I thought – to a battlefield. She was too chipper. I told Dr. Halsey that I didn't think it would work out, but she insisted, saying that our neural connection would be the strongest." John could clearly recall the first time Cortana had merged into his armor, the icy trickle in the back of his head, her voice echoing somehow through his ears _and_ mind. Later, it also echoed through his heart as he came to love her.

"We were supposed to go after a Prophet together – capture one and force the Covenant to agree to a treaty in return for his safety. But with the Fall of Reach, we had to abandon that plan. I was frozen on the _Pillar of Autumn_; Noble Team managed to bring Cortana to me, and the ship jumped. It was a totally random jump, yet we found Installion 04 – the first Halo. We had to land on the surface, and that's when we discovered the Flood." Kelly knew the facts – now she would hear _his_ side of the story.

"Cortana and I, at first, worked alright together. She tended to be chatty, but at least she was able to give me directions and pinpointed survivors at crash sites so we could round them up and get a base together. She was also able to intercept Covenant signals, and that's how we learned about Halo's "weapon" and the Silent Cartographer. She pinpointed the Cartographer and we went in to destroy it – or control it. At the time, we didn't know what the Halos actually did. We thought they might be some sort of giant laser." He smiled slightly and could feel Kelly watching him, though he kept his eyes shut.

"We were the only ones to survive the Halo. I came to rely on Cortana like I rely on a good rifle or my armor – but even more so, because she kept me sane. Whenever I heard of another missing or dead siblings… She would always remind me that we had to keep going, for your sake if nothing else. It was part of her programming, but it was something else, too. We genuinely cared for each other.

"After we got cut off from the rest of the _Forward Unto Dawn_, Cortana sent me into cryosleep and stayed awake to wait for rescue. I slept for four years – she compiled all of the data from the Halos and even wrote upgrades to the software in my armor. When it came time for me to awaken, she was waiting for me – and she hadn't changed a bit, that I saw at first. But then things started happening." He remembered the ghosts of Cortana that had, at first, made him nervous, because he couldn't really feel them.

"She was going rampant. I didn't realize it at first, but after the crash, she started saying things that she never would have said, usually." He remembered the pain in her eyes when he'd confronted her. "AIs live eight years, maximum. She'd been in service for nine, and I'd slept through four." He still remembered the guilt of having left her alone for so long. "I thought… Maybe Dr. Halsey could save her. She had to be able to; she created Cortana, after all. Cortana didn't think so, but she trusted me to save her." John could hear the pain in his own voice; he hadn't spoken of their conversation on the newly-discovered Requiem before, and it still hurt to remember how crisp she had looked, her blue-purple holographic avatar streaked in red as she slowly died.

"But we had to do our duty first, and when we discovered the Didact…" He shook his head a fraction. "I knew we wouldn't get Cortana to Dr. Halsey in time. Either we'd both die trying to kill the Didact or she would die before I could get to Earth. She sacrificed herself, splitting into a hundred copies and depositing them in the Didact's ship to help me save Earth. And when I manually activated the nuclear bomb we'd thought to set on a timer, she saved me by sacrificing herself entirely. I think she used the ship's hardlight to protect me but… I don't really know." John clenched his hands.

"I thought I'd been knocked unconscious – or was dead, it didn't really matter to me at that point – but I kept trying to call her, and she wouldn't answer. And then she was just… there." He smiled, remembering her five-foot-tall hardlight figure. "As big and solid as any human. And I knew she'd never come with me again, but I couldn't accept it. I felt like we'd always had each other's backs. She spun up a body out of hardlight so she could talk to me before she was entirely gone. I still wonder if I didn't hallucinate the whole thing, but… She touched my armor, and I'd never have imagined _that_. But I couldn't bring myself to… To say goodbye, until it was too late and she couldn't have heard it anyway." John could feel the familiar tightness in his throat.

"A Pelican found me and took me back to a ship, where they patched me up and gave me another medal. I don't really remember much of that. But I do remember being utterly alone. She wasn't in my head anymore, or even in the ship. I woke up – when I could sleep, that is – calling her name. I got agitated, angry – I didn't eat, I don't think I drank much, and I know I didn't shower for a least a week. Someone noticed and prescribed PTSD drugs, but they just made it worse. Because then I could sleep, and she was always waiting in my dreams." Kelly stiffened, but John ignored her. Now that he was talking, he found that he couldn't stop.

"Sometimes she'd talk about our missions together, about things we could have done better. Sometimes she'd describe the information she'd taken in about the Halos and the Covenant and the Forerunners, and our history with them. Things I couldn't possibly know except that she lived in my head for years – and there was probably some bleed-over from her data into my brain. Other times, she blamed me for not saving her. Or blamed herself for dying or for leaving me alone. It got to the point where I couldn't bear to sleep because she was _always_ waiting."

"And then you three came back, and for once, I slept and she didn't show up. That's when I truly started missing her, I think. Even as weird as those dreams got, she was still there, part of her stored somehow in my wetware. But then you three came and… I was happy to see you. I had missed you, thought you were dead. But with all of us together again, the dream Cortana never showed up again. She hasn't since that day, either."

John finally opened his eyes and found Kelly watching him warily. They sat in silence for a moment before Kelly whispered, "But she meant a lot to you. More than we do."

"No, Kelly," John replied, realizing what Kelly had thought of his comment earlier. "Our relationship was entirely different. Not better or worse. Just different."

His sister looked up, frowning slightly. "Then why hold onto that emotional conditioning?"

John smiled sadly. "Linda says it's because I'm a coward, and I agree with her. I don't want to face Cortana's death without those walls up. Nor do I want to face everyone else's."

Kelly nodded, looking back down into her lap. "I jumped to conclusions," she admitted after a moment. "Sorry."

John smiled slightly, reaching forward and tilting her head up so she could see that he forgave her. "It's alright. I didn't phrase it well. And… I didn't know what I do now." Kelly was chewing on the skin of her inner cheek, an old habit of hers that had left scars all along the inside of her cheeks and lower lip. "Stop that," he scolded, tapping her cheek. She stuck her tongue out at him, showing a little of her old cheekiness.

They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, listening to the forest wind down as night approached. "Now, are you ready to go back?" John asked, breaking the silence.

"Not yet." Kelly wiggled further back into the cave, patting the ground next to her. John shifted over and she tentatively leaned against his shoulder. "So, I suppose you found out about Linda and Fred?"

"Yes." John grinned, a little sheepishly. "Am I blind, Kelly, or did they hide it on purpose?"

"Both, I think," she teased before turning serious again. "They didn't want you to find out until they thought you were ready to accept their new relationship. You're a stickler for the rules, John. And they wanted to make sure they could handle it."

"When did you find out?"

"Pretty much at the same time they did."

"And you didn't tell me?"

"I agreed with them. Besides, they aren't hurting anyone. It's a good thing. They're… They're really happy together, John. Sure, maybe they might have been happier with someone else, if we'd never been Spartans, but they'd also probably be dead, so…" She shrugged. "We fought for this peace. We should take what happiness we can. If anyone deserves it, we do."

"Before something else crops up," John agreed, throwing an arm around his sister. "What if their relationship doesn't last?"

"They're professional enough to handle working together," Kelly reminded him, scooting closer. The goosebumps along her arms showed that, despite their higher internal temperatures, she was a little chilled by the night air. John, too, found that he enjoyed her body's warmth along his side as the air turned cooler by the minute. "But do you really think it'd break?" Kelly sounded unsure.

"We've seen enough Marines get killed because of lover's quarrels," John reminded her gently. "And not just the pair involved."

"Truth. But… We're not petty. We've got a fifty-year basis of friendship to fall back on if it doesn't work out."

"We, or they?" he asked softly.

"They." But Kelly's voice told John that she was lying.

"We," he corrected, watching a squirrel dash back towards its tree home in the last light of the setting sun.

Kelly sighed, pressing closer. "I don't want to pressure you into anything, John. I know that you need time… To accept things, to come to terms with yourself, with this."

"I probably need some pressure," John admitted. "It's not going to be a comfortable change. You know how much I dislike changing, anyway."

"Then we'll take it slow."

"I didn't know you could do slow."

Kelly chuckled, pushing her brother playfully. John grinned and shoved her back; that, of course, started a wrestling match and they rolled out of the cave. Kelly managed to roll John into the stream, and he gasped as the cold water soaked his clothing. Kelly leapt out of the way when he made to grab her and pull her in as well. She chuckled as he stood up and stepped out of the stream, dripping wet.

"Now we really should get back," he said, shaking out his short hair. "Before I catch a cold."

"Big bad Master Chief with a cold, oh, the horror," Kelly teased, jumping over the stream. She wasn't in arm's reach so John couldn't toss her into the stream as well, but he eyed her nevertheless as he pulled his shirt off.

"If I catch a cold, you'll be responsible," he muttered, wringing out his shirt and then slipping it back on.

"I'm quaking in my nice, warm, dry shoes." Kelly smirked and headed back towards their house. John followed, though she didn't let him get within arm's reach, probably worried that he would grab her and transfer some of the water. That he planned to do so just spoke to how well she knew him.

They trooped inside to a quiet house. Fred was probably upstairs; Linda wasn't in the kitchen, but she had left soup bubbling gently on the stove. Kelly moved to the soup as John headed upstairs to change.

Fred caught sight of him and chuckled. "Kiss and make up?" he asked from the reading room.

"Something like that," John agreed, opening the door to their bedroom and finding a set of dry fatigues. He changed quickly and hung his wet clothing in the bathroom to dry. "Where's Linda?"

"Basement, meditating." Fred beckoned for John to enter the room. "We should talk, man to man. Linda's probably already accosted Kelly."

John glanced downstairs; that warm soup smelled great, and his stomach was reminding him that they hadn't eaten since before leaving for the training fields that morning. "Go get some soup and bring it up," Fred chortled, catching his brother's glance. "I could hear your stomach rumbling as you came in."

"Could not," John muttered, grinning and heading back downstairs. Kelly had left him a bowl of the soup with a spoon, but she wasn't in the kitchen; he glanced towards the basement and faintly heard Linda's voice talking quietly. Fred was right, then. He headed back upstairs.

John sat on the couch facing Fred, and started in on the soup. It was good, warm, hearty stew – chunks of meat, probably beef, with lots of cut-up vegetables – that would put the warmth back in his bones.

Fred rolled his chair around the table he'd been working at and turned it around, sitting down with his arms crossed over the back of the chair as he leaned forward.

"So, how'd it go?" he asked.

"Good," John replied. He took a few seconds to gather his thoughts – and finish his soup – before setting the bowl aside and answering in full. "I did most of the talking, about how Cortana and I worked together." John leaned back in the chair. "Then we talked a bit about you and Linda, and she said we'd take it slowly. Then I got rolled into a stream for starting a wrestling match and we came back. End of story."

Fred nodded slowly. "Sounds good. You may have actually redeemed yourself in Linda's eyes." John eyed his brother, who raised his hands. "Her words, not mine. _She_ thinks you and Kelly are dancing around each other like teenagers with crushes and _wanted_ to lock you in a room until you really did kiss and make up. I talked her out of it."

"I owe you."

Fred grinned. "I'll keep that in mind," he promised.

"So, what now?"

Fred shrugged. "Well, I wouldn't recommend plunging in feet first. It takes some time to get used to. And it really just… develops slowly." He grinned slightly. "There wasn't one morning that I woke up and realized I wanted to have a deeper, more meaningful relationship with Linda. It just kind of happened over the course of a few weeks – mutually. Then we talked about it, realized we were feeling the same thing, and that was that."

John nodded, then frowned a bit. "I haven't even caught you two cuddling or anything. Do you just not do that, or not when we're around?"

"Oh, no, Linda's quite the cuddler," Fred laughed. "She may be a lone wolf on the battlefield, but she's definitely a cuddler. But we only engaged in that part of the relationship when you were gone. And we didn't rub it in Kelly's face, either; it would have just hurt her. So we kept it pretty low-key."

"And we all sleep together, so there's no way you two have been intimate."

Fred nodded. "Actually, if this pairing-off thing works, it might be about time to split up the rooms." He grinned. "Linda and I talk things out, but you and Kelly are definitely more physical when it comes to solving problems."

John rubbed a hand over his face, nodding. "Which room should go?" he asked, looking around the reading room. "I'd like to keep this place." Fred nodded, thinking.

"What if we moved the training gear down to the basement? We could clear out that corner with the old carpet in it. Or we could knock out one of the walls, dig into the ground around us, and build a separate training room."

John nodded thoughtfully. "Well, we don't have to decide now."

"No," Fred agreed, teasingly, "but if you piss Kelly off, Linda and I might just decide to take a nice, long overnight trip somewhere."

John threw a pillow from the couch at his brother, who batted it easily aside.

"See?" Fred laughed. "You attack problems physically."

John snorted. "Do you think Linda's done with Kelly?"

"Missing her already?" John eyed his brother; the teasing was getting a little heavy-handed for his taste. Fred grinned apologetically. "They're probably done. If not, we can always storm the castle anyway."

John nodded in agreement and stood, picking up his bowl. The two men walked down the stairs and then split. John took his dish to the sink to wash it while Fred headed into the basement. He came back up with Linda and Kelly within moments.

"Do you know what night it is?" Kelly sang into the kitchen, poking her head through the doorway.

"No," John lied, flicking water at her. She ignored the droplets.

"It's movie night."

"Really? I could have sworn that was last week." John chuckled at the exasperated sigh from his sister.

"It's a weekly thing, idiot."

"It's not nice to call names, Kelly."

"Gods, you two argue like an old married couple. Enough already! Get your ass in here, John," Fred yelled from the living room.

"I'm coming, I'm coming," John replied loudly, drying his hands on a dish towel. Kelly was still blocking the doorway, so he made a grab for her. Surprisingly, she let him and he hoisted her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

And promptly banged her head on the doorframe as he walked through.

"Ow!" Kelly rolled off of John's shoulder, rubbing the back of her head. "Thanks, John," she pouted.

John inspected her skull. "You're not bleeding," he told her.

"Not for your lack of trying, bastard."

"John, did you hurt Kelly?" Linda asked, peering over the back of the couch.

"Just physically this time," Kelly replied, hissing as John gently probed along the back of her skull. "Ow, numbnuts."

"You learned that one from Lucy," Fred chuckled.

"Maybe I did," Kelly shot back, slapping John's hand away. "I'm fine, John. Come on. And no more sack of potatoes!"

"Yes, ma'am," John chuckled. They sat on the couch while Fred and Linda claimed the adjoining chairs. Now that their secret was out, they were holding hands as Fred tossed the remote to John.

"I think it's Kelly's turn to choose," Fred commented, settling back into his chair. Linda turned sideways and lifted her legs over the sides of their chairs so that her feet were in Fred's lap and he slowly starting massaging her right foot.

"If you two get any cuter," Kelly growled threateningly, "I'm going to puke. On you."

Linda waved a hand at Kelly, grinning. "It feels so nice, too," she teased, stretching her arms over her head.

"What're we watching tonight?" Fred asked John.

John shrugged slightly, turning on the holographic projector. It was turned to a news station; the woman speaking was one whom the four Spartans knew vaguely from this station. John turned on the guide and scrolled through the listings as the woman reported on the newest celebrity scandal in the City of Angels, Los Angeles. "How's this sound?" he asked, highlighting a movie with a fairly simple synopsis: "Two astronauts discover several anomalies in Earth's history that leads them to more questions than answers in this sci-fi thriller from the 2300s."

"Oh, an oldie. Sounds good," Linda murmured, eyes half-closed. Fred similarly agreed; Kelly scrutinized the synopsis and then nodded.

John started the movie and the lights in the room automatically turned off as the pre-movie credits started rolling. Then he gently grabbed Kelly's knee and pulled her foot into his lap; Kelly protested in surprise with a squeak, but once she saw his intention, she grinned and gave him the other foot.

"You _do_ owe me for smacking my head on the door," she muttered, grinning as she lay down on the rest of the couch.

"What was that about cute and throwing up?" Linda asked, grinning at Kelly.

"I don't remember," she answered primly.

"Hmmmm." All four Spartans turned their attention back to the movie.

All four of them were good at basic massage – they often needed a good rub-down after using the armor for the first few battles – and Kelly slowly melted as John worked on her feet. Once he was done, she returned the favor. They didn't pay much attention to the movie, but the plot was very easy to follow anyway.

The movie ended with everyone but a single heroine dying – rather gruesome deaths, for public viewing, though the Spartans had seen a lot worse – and the four siblings nearly asleep. Linda was the first to stir as the credits rolled, and then only to scoot further into her chair, hugging Fred's calves and feet.

"Time for bed," Fred murmured, grinning. Linda hummed in agreement and let him have his legs back. They stood and headed upstairs; John turned to Kelly.

"Ready to get up?" he asked her teasingly. She flicked the sole of his foot; he swiveled until he could stand up and then offered her a hand and pulled her upright as well.

After turning the projector off, they headed upstairs. Linda and Fred were already in their night clothing – a simple bra and shorts for Linda, a pair of boxers for Fred – and lying in their cots. Kelly and John similarly stripped and John flicked off the lights. They all rolled onto their sides and fell asleep quickly, the soft sound of their breathing filling the room and comforting their neighbors.

And, for the first time since his siblings had returned, John dreamed of Cortana.

"_Well, well, well." _

_John's heart constricted as he turned in the blue-purple room that had featured in many of his worst nightmares. Cortana, as tall and solid as she had been during their last moment together, watched him, a soft smile on her face as she leaned against one of the walls of the prison. _

"_You're looking good, John," she murmured, walking towards him. "Strong, fit, nimble – no one would know you're closing in on sixty years old."_

_John nodded silently, watching her. She pressed a hand to his chest, as she had after destroying the Didact together, but instead of a solid connection, her hand phased right through him. She smiled sadly. "I'm becoming a little less substantial every day," she murmured, withdrawing her hand and looking at her fingers. "Remember when I could touch you?" She didn't add, _when I could kiss you_, but he heard it in her voice anyway. _

"_Yes," John replied softly. _

_She nodded. "It was nice to pretend, wasn't it?"_

"_It was."_

"_But pretend is for children, and you're a Spartan, John, and I'm dead." She smiled again, a soft, tender expression that John had rarely seen on her. "And as much as I enjoyed pretending, it's time for us both to grow up."_

_John nodded slightly, finding himself unable to look at her. _

"_I'm not jealous," she said suddenly. He glanced up; she was staring at a picture of Kelly, which she'd called up out of the floor. "She's beautiful, smart, kind – and most of all, she's alive whereas I'm dead and an AI to boot. You two deserve each other, and I mean that in the best possible way. I'm just sorry I can't be there to tell you this in person. We both know I'm just a figment of your wetware's imagination, a few weird, random neuro signals accessible only by your subconscious mind. But if the real Cortana was here, I think she'd say the same."_

_John nodded, his throat dry. They'd never said it aloud before; they'd never acknowledged that this dream Cortana was simply some weird consequence of such close merging between organic and inorganic life. Saying it aloud, somehow, made him want to hold onto this pseudo-Cortana even more. _

"_At least you won't have to choose between us." She was falsely happy, her smile bright yet plastic. _

"_Will I see you again?" he asked. _

_Cortana simply smiled. "Maybe. I'm always with you, John. Whether or not you keep my chip around, part of me is linked to you permanently. And if you really need me, you know where to find me." She slowly started disappearing; John reached out a hand and for a moment felt the warm, tingly sensation of hardlight as his hand passed over her shoulder. She grasped his hand in both of hers, which were quickly fading yet still felt solid. "I love you. I always have, and I always will."_

"_I'll miss you." It's as close as he can come to returning the sentiment, but she knows him, and she smiles in understanding. _

"_And John?" she said playfully as the rest of her body disappeared, her hands suddenly becoming insubstantial. "Kiss the girl."_

_Then she was gone; John could feel the emptiness in the blue-purple prison cell where before it had been filled with her presence. He slowly knelt, hands on the purple floor. The room started dissolving around him, too, and beyond it was simply darkness. It wasn't a bad sort of darkness but a welcoming one, and he slipped into it quickly. _


	7. A Trip to the School

_Please do review! I'd love to hear what you think of the story. I'm thinking I may be able to rate it a T instead of an M… Thoughts? _

_To Anon Reviewer: I'm not sure about introducing Tom and Lucy yet. I don't think so, but I may explore them a little separately. I don't know yet, though._

**Chapter 7: A Trip to the School**

"Sir, your LZ's cleared," the pilot said over the radio. John grabbed a handle in the Pelican's cargo bay as the hatch opened in front of him and made sure the bag strapped to his armor was secure, as did his siblings. "Just hit the target!"

They were a hundred meters above the school, hovering. John could see the parking lot – it was full of cars, even now, mid-morning on a Friday. The crowds of people below were large enough that he suspected more than the children and their families were attending the occasion.

"Ready?" John asked his siblings, spotting the bright red target spray-painted into the lawn. It had a fifty-meter clearance zone around it. They wouldn't go ten meters off course, but it never hurt to be careful.

"Green," Kelly replied immediately.

"Good to go," Linda and Fred said in chorus.

"See you on the ground." John strode straight off the Pelican's hatch, dropping like a stone. His siblings would follow, and they all knew the drill.

John tapped his thrusters and they slowed his fall considerably. He was almost at terminal speed – and he was thirty meters from the ground. At twenty meters, he turned the booster pack on full, and his armor jerked as his fall slowed. At ten meters, he tapped the forward thrusters slightly. He hit the ground and rolled, coming up to one knee.

Kelly impacted next to his right; she rolled twice and then jumped to her feet. Linda and Fred came down together, rolling smoothly to their feet. John rose as well; they had landed in near-perfect formation, only one meter separating the siblings.

Above, the Pelican roared away, and as the sound of its engines dwindled, John became aware that the crowd watching their descent was cheering. He and his siblings had choreographed their next movements for maximum impact; they strode forward into a single line and snapped to attention only five meters from the closest group of civilians.

"Does anyone else feel like a toy soldier?" Fred joked as he held parade attention.

John grunted an affirmative and lowered his hand. The crowd was only clapping now, so he turned on his loudspeakers and addressed them.

"UNSC Lieutenant Commander Sierra-117 reporting to New Castle Combined Schools," he said over the speakers.

Kelly spoke next, similarly introducing herself, then Fred, and finally Linda. Unlike military parades, the Spartans would not give a demonstration of their ability to march in a straight line or hold flags for hours on end.

Introductions over, John took over again. He gave his usual short speech about the war's ending, the importance of the Sangheili-Human Alliance, and finally, the sacrifice of humanity's soldiers in the past decades of war and strife. Because this was a school filled with young children, he kept the piece short and light, speaking mostly towards a brighter future than he honestly hoped for, at least within the next few years.

"And so you," John finished, "are humanity's future."

The children and their parents clapped politely. One man in the crowd stepped forward. He was dressed in a dark blue suit with a white undershirt. Stepping up to John, he offered his hand; John shook it gently. "My name is Charles Smith; I'm the principal of this school. We're honored to have you visit us."

"We're glad to be here," John replied honestly. "Did you have a schedule of events, or would you like ours?"

"If you wouldn't mind, I was thinking of bringing the children out to meet you in groups and release the rest back to class, if that works with you?"

John nodded and Principal Smith turned back to the gathered children. "Alright, everyone! I know we're all excited to meet the Spartans, but we are still in school. If the pre-school classes could stay out here, the rest of you are dismissed – go back to class and you'll be called out by grade once your name appears. As for adults, please wait until we transition between groups. Thank you all!"

The large crowd divided quickly. Teachers yelled for their students by grade and class number, while the smallest children – who had been sitting in front – walked towards the four Spartans.

One of the pre-schoolers split off from the group, racing towards them. "John!" Jonathan cried in greeting, launching himself into the Spartan's chest. "Hi!" Jonathan had gone to school a year earlier than most children due to his precocious nature – and his abundant energy.

"Hello, Jonathan," John chuckled, giving the boy a gentle hug.

"Whatcha gonna talk about? Can I wear your helmet?"

"No," John replied. "We're going to answer any questions you – and your teachers – have. You haven't said hello to Kelly, Fred, and Linda."

With that not-so-subtle reminder, Jonathan launched himself towards Kelly, who caught him with a laugh. "Careful there, little one," she chuckled.

"Hi, Kelly!"

"Hello, Jonathan."

Jonathan leapt next to Linda and then Fred, greeting each of them enthusiastically. By the time he finished, the rest of his classmates had caught up; several of the teachers watched with trepidation as their charge clambered over the Spartans like a personal jungle gym.

"Jonathan, go sit with your classmates," Fred said, setting the child down.

"Awwww…" Jonathan moped, made puppy eyes at John, but went and sat down when John simply shook his head.

Once the group – about forty children, all told – were sitting in a semi-circle around the Spartans, the siblings removed their helmets. "Welcome," Kelly said in greeting, smiling at the children. "I'm glad we could be here today. How is school going?"

Most of the children were too shy to answer, but several of the bolder ones – Jonathan included – answered quickly. "What kind of projects are you working on?" Linda asked when a few mentioned their art projects.

"Making Alphabet Animals," a young girl said loudly.

"Tell them about the Alphabet Animals, Marie," one of the teachers said encouragingly.

The girl stood and wiped her hands on her short blue dress. "Well, there's alligators – that's "A." And beavers for B. And crocodiles for C – crocodiles are kinda like alligators 'cept they've got shorter noses. And dogs and dolphins – I like dolphins – for D, and eagles for E, but I think they should be eels 'cause eels are easy to draw." The Spartans grinned in agreement. "And there's frogs for F, but frogs are yucky." The girl made a face. "And… Uh, goats for G… I think that's as far as we got today, at least in making them. But I can sing the alphabet!"

"Let's all sing the alphabet," another teacher suggested. "Ready, everyone?" They answered eagerly. "Okay, go!" She – and the other teachers – sang along with the children.

"_A is for alligator, snap, snap, snap! B is for beaver, chew chew chew! C is for crocodile, chomp, chomp, chomp! D is for dog, bark, bark, bark! E is for eagle, caw, caw, caw! F is for frog, ribbit, ribbit, ribbit! G is for goat, bleat, bleat, bleat! H is for horse, neigh, neigh, neigh! I is for indri, hum, hum, hum! J is for jaguar, climb, climb, climb! K is for kangaroo, hop, hop, hop! L is for lion, rawr, rawr, rawr! M is for moose, stomp, stomp, stomp! N is for nuthatch, scree, scree, scree! O is for octopus, blub, blub, blub! P is for penguin, ort, ort, ort! Q is for quail, peep, peep, peep! R is for roach, eek, eek, eek! S is for snake, hiss, hiss, hiss! T is for tiger, purr, purr, purr! U is for urchin, cling, cling, cling! V is for vulture, circle, circle, circle! X is for xantus, hum, hum, hum! Y is for yak, moo, moo, moo! Z is for zebra, whinny, whinny, whinny!"_

All finished, the children beamed and the Spartans clapped politely. "That was lovely," Linda told the children. "Have you been to a zoo and seen all these animals?"

Several of the children nodded. "We saw lions and tigers and bears and owls and all sorts of mam… mam… mammies!"

"Mammals," a teacher corrected the boy.

"Mammals are furry animals that have live babies and nurse their young," another boy proudly told the Spartans. "We're mammals! But we aren't furry." He pouted.

"What about your other classes?" John asked, tucking his helmet under his head.

"We're learning math in math!" a girl piped up. "See?" She proudly held up both hands, three fingers curled into a fist on her left hand. "Five plus two is seven! One, two, three, four, five, six, seven!" The girl counted her fingers by wiggling them.

"And about our senses! We're working on sound right now," Jonathan said. "We're reading "Polar Bear, Polar Bear, What Do You Hear?" in class together."

"And what does the polar bear hear?" Fred asked, grinning.

"All sorts of stuff. The cows mooing, the crows cawing, the fish splashing, the snow falling, the ocean waves waving, the ice cracking…" Jonathan giggled. "But the polar bear would eat the cows if he could hear them mooing!"

"Probably," Linda agreed. "But he might be a vegetarian polar bear."

"Ewwww," several of the kids groans. "Veggies are gross!" The teachers smiled patiently.

"But you have to eat your vegetables," John said, affecting surprise in his voice.

"Why?" a few children asked suspiciously.

"Because otherwise you could never grow up to be big and strong," Linda answered. "We all ate _our_ veggies as kids, and look at us now!"

Several of the kids frowned thoughtfully; the teachers smiled in appreciation. "They're right," a smaller old lady said kindly, smiling at her charges. "I didn't eat _my_ veggies, and look how short I am now!" Most of the children giggled.

"What about broccoli?" one of the boys whined. "Do we _have_ to eat broccoli?"

"If your parents say so," Fred answered with a nod. "But if you _really_ don't like it, ask for veggies you do like. What kind of vegetables _do_ you like?"

"Carrots!"

"Celery!"

"Apples!"

"Apples aren't a veggie, stupid!"

"Hey," John said immediately, stalling the argument in its tracks. "Don't call each other stupid." He looked at the boy who had yelled the insult, who blushed and looked down. "Apologize to your classmate."

"Sorry," the boy muttered.

"How would you correct your fellow classmate _without_ hurting their feelings?" Kelly asked the group at large.

"Um…" They traded bewildered looks. As young as they were, they often didn't correct each other. Jonathan raised his hand.

"Yes, Jonathan?"

The boy turned to the girl who had called out apples and said in a gentle voice, "Apples aren't veggies, Matilda – they're fruits, 'cause they grow from trees and have seeds in them! Veggies grow on small plants or underground." He beamed at the girl, who smiled shyly back.

Several of the adults praised Jonathan, including Kelly.

"How about everyone's favorite fruit?" Linda asked the group.

"Apples!" the girl yelled immediately. Everyone chuckled.

"Oranges!"

"Dragon fruit!"

About half of the children looked at the last speaker in confusion. "What's dragon fruit?" one of them asked curiously.

"It's a yummy white fruit," the child answered. His sandy-blonde hair and blue eyes made him look like a miniature stereotypical "surfer dude." "Mommy can only get it sometimes 'cause it's rare, but it's really good!"

John caught sight of Principal Smith heading towards them; the man raised a hand and spread out two fingers. The Spartan nodded in understanding; they had two more minutes.

"Alright, everyone," he said, addressing the group. "Before you go back to class, does anyone have any questions for us?"

One girl raised her hand first, though others quickly followed. They wouldn't be able to get through all of them, but Kelly nodded for the girl to ask her question.

"My daddy says you guys are heroes." She seemed content with that statement and grinned happily.

Kelly smiled. "Thank you – and thank your daddy. There were many heroes in the war, not just us." She nodded for another boy to ask a question.

"Can we be Spartans some day?" he asked eagerly, bouncing on his rear.

"If you eat your vegetables," Kelly replied, grinning. The children giggled.

"Maybe someday," Linda answered more seriously. "But for now, you have to stay in school and get good grades – the Spartan program only takes the brightest Marines." The boy wiggled happily.

"Why is your armor green? The IVs are rainbow-colored!"

"When our armor was made, it was supposed to blend into forests," Fred answered. "Besides, I like green – it's my favorite color. The IVs get different colors because they asked for them." It was a simplification – the IVs got colors to tell them apart from each other and apart from the IIs and IIIs.

"Alright, children, that's all we have time for today," Principal Smith said, coming up from behind the group. "Thank the Spartans, please." The children sang out in gratitude; Jonathan jumped up and ran towards John again, but one of his teachers caught him deftly.

"Hey!" Jonathan protested, struggling. The woman who had him by the midsection glanced at the Spartans; Kelly nodded in permission and she set the child down. Jonathan ran to Kelly first, who picked him up and ruffled his hair. "Thanks for coming to visit," Jonathan giggled, hugging the woman's head.

"You're welcome, Jonathan," Kelly replied, tickling him gently. "Now, be good in school today – and tell your dad we accept his invitation when you get home this afternoon, alright?"

"You're coming with us?" Jonathan asked excitedly, in the process of hugging Fred.

"Yep, munchkin," Linda replied, accepting – and returning – her own farewell hug. "We've put in the paperwork, at least, and I don't think it'll be denied."

"Yay!" Jonathan yelled, leaping onto John's shoulders from Linda. He hugged the Spartan quickly. "Can I have your helmet?" he asked cheekily, reaching for the armor piece.

"No, Jonathan," the man chuckled, setting the boy down and crouching. "It's time to go back to class, kiddo."

"Bye!" Jonathan hugged John once more and then turned and ran towards his group, which was already half-way to the school.

Principal Smith had watched the interaction with a raised eyebrow. "You know Jonathan?" he asked curiously.

John nodded, standing. "His father, Lord Hood, is a good friend of ours," he said by way of explanation. "We babysit all three of them sometimes." This clearly shocked the man, who frowned slightly and then turned abruptly towards where a group of adults – non-parents, likely – were waiting. He beckoned them closer and they came forward quickly.

The Spartans split up, answering questions – mostly about the political atmosphere in the UNSC, the Spartan IV program, and rumors of increased pirate activity around newly-established human colonies – and shaking hands. They only had five minutes before Principal Smith shooed the adults away and the kindergarteners appeared in their place.

John and his siblings repeated the process with the younger students until the third graders arrived. Lucy led the pack and dashed around one of the teachers to greet the Spartans with a squeal of happiness and enthusiastic hugs for all four of them.

"I _told_ you I know the Spartans," she yelled at a few of her classmates from where she was sitting on Kelly's shoulder. "I'm not a liar!"

Several of the third-grade girls watched with anxious gazes; Kelly murmured quietly to Lucy until the girl relented and sighed. She hugged Kelly once more around the neck and then let the Spartan put her down so she could sit with the group.

One of the teachers motioned for John and the pair walked a few paces away from the group as Kelly, Linda, and Fred introduced themselves to the group. "We've had a problem with rumors," the teacher said quietly once they were out of immediate earshot. "And lying – and, well, most of us though Lucy was lying when she said she knew you all, and she's been bullied a bit because of it. We're a strict no-bullying school, but we can't stop everything. Do you think you could talk a bit about bullying and lying and spreading rumors?"

John nodded. "I can understand why you wouldn't believe her," he told her quietly, "but she does tend to brag, which can make enemies of her classmates."

"Exactly," the teacher sighed, relieved that the man understood the situation.

"We'll handle it," he promised. He turned back to his siblings, caught Fred's eye, and signaled the situation briefly. The Spartan nodded, nudged Linda, and conveyed the message quietly. Linda passed it on to Kelly. John turned back to the teacher. "We've handled this sort of thing before, but never so young."

"I think children are more vicious when they're young – they haven't learned manners and their importance yet." John nodded thoughtfully and followed the woman back to the group.

The four Spartans arranged themselves in an arc in front of the children. Lucy, sitting in the front row, beamed proudly at her Spartan friends.

Knowing his siblings had taken care of the usual greetings, asking how their school day was going and what they were working on, John launched immediately into the scripted anti-bullying speech he'd been given on the first school assignment. His siblings, knowing their parts just as well, chimed in right on cue.

"Your teacher tells me there's been some bullying and lying – and bragging – going on in your class recently," John began, pitching his voice to sound both gentle and firm. "I'm sure you've been told that you shouldn't bully people, and that lying is a bad thing, but can anyone tell me _why _these things are not allowed?"

The children looked at each other in confusion. When no one offered a suggestion, Kelly spoke. "It's because bullying and lying are not nice, right?" she asked. The children nodded tentatively in agreement. "You wouldn't like it if someone pushed you in the hallway, or yelled at you, or took your things, would you?" The group nodded again.

"And you wouldn't like it if your friend told you something that wasn't true and you ended up looking foolish, huh?" Linda asked, smiling slightly. The children agreed more fervently this time.

"And no one likes it when people say they're better than everyone else because they can do something," Fred added. The children nodded even more, some even agreeing verbally.

"What do you do when someone tells you a lie that you _know_ is a lie?" John asked the group. They looked between each other hesitantly and then one girl – a yellow-haired child – raised her hand tentatively. "Yes?"

"You tell a teacher?" she replied uncertainly.

"That's good," Kelly agreed. "What do you tell the teacher?"

"That someone told you something that wasn't true?"

"What if the teacher thinks it's true?"

"Then prove it isn't!" Lucy replied before the shy girl could answer.

"Lucy, we don't speak out of turn," Linda told the girl without looking at her. Lucy blushed in embarrassment – and a little anger. "Go on," the Spartan encouraged the yellow-haired girl.

"Then you tell them why you think it's a lie," the girl answered quietly.

"Very good. What if you're not sure if something is the truth?"

"Ask a teacher," another boy said quickly after raising his hand. "Like when my mommy said evolution was just a government constipation!"

The children around him giggled and he blinked in confusion as the teachers fought down snorts of laughter. "Conspiracy, George," a kind young woman corrected him. The boy blushed and hung his head. "But good example. If you're not sure if something is the truth, ask someone who could tell you – and if we don't know, we'll tell you to look it up yourselves and tell us what you found out."

"But you know everything!" several of the kids protested.

The teachers grinned and chortled. "If I knew everything," one of the men said, "I would be rich!" Several of the children giggled in agreement.

Fred called them back on track. "And what do we do if we thought someone was lying and it turns out they weren't?" he asked.

This time, Lucy raised her hand – Linda nodded to her. "Say you're sorry," she said firmly. "'Cause it's not nice to call someone a liar."

"Very good, Lucy," Kelly replied, smiling. "Does anyone have any questions about truths and lies?" The children shook their heads. "Good, then we're going to play a short game. Can I have a volunteer?" Most of the children raised their hands. Kelly chose a young boy from the edge of the group; he trotted up to the center quickly, grinning widely. She leaned down to whisper the instructions in his ear; he nodded happily and turned to the group.

"Sam is going to say three things. Two of them are true; one is a lie. You will get to choose which is the lie. If you're right, you get a prize." Kelly nodded to Sam, who wiggled slightly in excitement.

"Okay!" he said, looking at his classmates. "My name is Sam. I'm in third grade. I love reading more than anything else in the world."

Immediately, children's hands shot up; Kelly picked one at random and he yelled, "The third is a lie! You hate to read!" Sam nodded, grinning. Kelly plucked a piece of candy from her backpack at her feet and handed it to Sam and then gently tossed the other boy a piece of candy as well.

"That one was easy," Kelly told the group. "Who wants to volunteer next?"

They played three more rounds. Each child would get a piece of candy eventually – the Spartans were always careful to ensure no one was left out – but only half of them had candy by the end of the game.

"Next, we're going to talk about bullying," Fred said. Several of the candy-less children frowned unhappily. "And you'll all get a piece of candy before we're done." That cheered them up.

"Can you name some things that are bullying?" John asked the group.

"Pushing," one of the children said.

"Kicking or hitting someone," another answered.

"Saying mean things that aren't true!"

"Or that are!"

"Good," Kelly said when no one else spoke for a moment. "What about more subtle things?" The children frowned in confusion. "Leaving a person out of a game, or talking about them behind their back," the woman explained. The children tilted their heads in confusion, but some of them were nodding eagerly. "Taking something that you know another person wants simply because you don't want them to have it."

"Like when you don't get picked for soccer or dodge ball," a shy girl murmured.

"Exactly," Kelly agreed. "Or being pressured to do something you don't want to. Bullying is never okay, not even if someone is bullying you first. What do you do if you're being bullied?"

"Tell an adult," one of the girls answered immediately.

"That's the textbook version, yes," Linda agreed, startling the students – and many of the teachers as well. "But what if you can't prove it's bullying? What if they're just pushing by you in the hall, but it happens all the time? Or if they're saying things behind your back? Your teachers can't be everywhere."

"You fight them!" Lucy answered, grinning triumphantly.

"No, Lucy, you don't fight them," Fred told her. "Fighting a bully only makes the bullying worse."

"So, does anyone know how to stand up to a bully?" The children shook their heads. Linda smiled. "Unfortunately, bullies are very relentless, and attacking the problem head-on usually just makes it worse. But I do know of some things that can help. If someone is picking on you, stay with a group of your friends all the time, or stay near a teacher whenever you can. If you're lonely, find and make friends who are older or younger than you are – you don't _have_ to only be friends with your classmates. If you're hurt because of something someone did or said, talk to a teacher, a friend, a parent, or another classmate."

"It's hard to do," John admitted. "But the only way the bully wins is if you let them – or if you get so angry or scared or lonely that you start bullying others."

Principal Smith appeared on the edge of the group again; he flashed the two-minute warning as usual and John nodded to show he'd seen it. "We're almost out of time, but before we open the floor for questions, I want to remind you all that bragging is another form of bullying. It's not nice to hear someone brag about something, is it?" Everyone nodded; Lucy blushed slightly. "Alright, good. Now, questions?"

While the children asked a few questions, Linda and Fred carefully tossed candy to the children who hadn't received it yet. Their aim was spot-on so that even the clumsiest of children had the candy fall right into their laps.

"Alright, everyone, say thank you and goodbye," Principal Smith ordered when the two minutes were up. The children complied eagerly.

The rest of the classes came out to meet the Spartans. Kade, in the eighth grade and the oldest group in the school, greeted the Spartans calmly by name and after their session was over, separated from the group to ask Fred if they were coming to Kalgarro with the Hoods. They told him that they had put in for leave and he smiled happily before rejoining the class as it headed back inside.

The school day was nearly over by then; they had taken a break for lunch, which the Spartans ate on the lawn surrounded by several teachers on their own lunch break, and spent closer to forty-five minutes with the older groups as opposed to ten or twenty with the younger.

The eighth graders filed back into the building just as the bell rang to release the students. The Spartans split up on the front lawn, letting the children come to them as they chose.

Jonathan climbed onto John's shoulder and sat there happily as the man talked to students. Lucy stuck with Kelly, while Kade shadowed Fred.

"There you are!" Wendy called, seeing her youngest child on the Spartan's shoulder. "Jonathan, you were supposed to meet me in the lobby," she scolded.

"But I'm with John," the boy protested, hugging the man's head.

"We have a meeting with your teacher, youngling," she replied. "Hello, John."

"Hello, Wendy," John replied, handing her Jonathan. The boy tried to cling to the Spartan but John gently detached him. "How has your day been?"

"Oh, well enough. Some interesting cases came through the clinic today, nothing major but still interesting." She grinned and positioned Jonathan on her hip. "What about you?"

John waved at the school. "Lots of anti-bullying speeches for the younglings and talks about the future for the older kids," he answered, smiling.

"Oh, good. Lucy's been having some trouble with bullies recently." John nodded. "Where is she? She was supposed to meet me, too."

"She's with Kelly." John turned to catch sight of his sister and whistled a three-note tune; she glanced at him and he pointed to Wendy. Nodding in understanding, Kelly crouched for a moment, likely speaking to Lucy, and then straightened again. Lucy ran up a moment later.

"Here I am!" she said proudly, hugging her mother around the waist.

"Alright. John, have a good day – and say hi to your siblings for me, okay? I've got to run."

John nodded and waved in farewell. He turned to the next child, a boy of fourteen, waiting patiently for his attention.

Slowly, the lawn emptied as parents gathered up their children and buses departed from their stations, taking students home. John and his siblings gathered again; Wendy had come to say goodbye and collect Kade after her meeting with Jonathan's teacher.

"Thank you again for your time," Principal Smith told the group, shaking their hands. "I'm sure the children appreciated it."

"You're welcome," John replied for all four of them. "Thank you for having us."

The principal nodded and strode back into the building. The four Spartans gathered up their backpacks – now empty of candy and small toys – and headed for the parking lot. Now that it was empty, the Pelican could actually land.

Their pilot answered their radio call quickly as he had been loitering fifteen minutes away, parked in a large unused field cleared for that purpose. He picked them up quickly and they rode silently back to their house.

_~~HALO~~_

The next day was a Saturday, which was generally a slow day for the Spartans unless they had the children over. Lucy, Kade, and Jonathan were spending the day at home with Wendy and Terry, however. The Spartans woke late – at 0700 – and lazed about getting breakfast.

John checked the fridge terminal for notices and found a message from PERSCOM. He had an appointment with Commander Kai at 0900 hours.

"Huh," Kelly grunted, spotting the summons over his shoulder. "What does PERSCOM want with us?"

"Maybe it's about our leave request," Fred suggested, pouring milk over his cereal. His siblings nodded uncertainly; they were more used to dealing with Naval Special Weapons. Being property of the UNSC, while still being human and therefore entitled to human liberties and necessities, had caused paperwork mistakes for the Spartans in the past, so they dealt almost exclusively with NavSpecWep to minimize such errors.

"There's a message from them, too, speak of the devil," Linda said, shooing John away from the fridge to get her special yogurt out for her own breakfast. She glanced through it. "They're sending you to Commander Kai since this is something they're not equipped to handle – basically. There's the usual politics, but I get the feeling they just don't want to deal with it."

John nodded, sitting down at the breakfast bar on a stool. He gently smacked Kelly's questing hand away from his bowl of dry cereal; she glared at him but went to get her own food.

"I'll have to take the Pelican, then," John told the group.

"You should leave soon, too, just in case," Fred added. "Commander Kai's a busy man, 'specially with the holidays coming up soon."

"Then it's a good thing we put in early," Linda agreed, sitting next to her brother.

John ate quickly and then went upstairs to shower and pull on his dress uniform. It never hurt to wear it to an official UNSC meeting. He only put on a few of the medals in his carefully-sorted box, those for rank and a couple of the smaller ones, since the full load would weigh down the shirt front and wrinkle the shoulders.

Then he headed downstairs – all three of his siblings wolf-whistled teasingly and he ignored them – and pulled on his highly-polished dress shoes. Then he grabbed the ignition chip for the Pelican and headed out the door. It was a quick walk to the air field, and once there, he climbed into the Pelican's pilot seat and radioed into the tower for permission to take off. They granted it quickly and he was off within minutes.

The flight to Commander Kai's base, on the coast, only took an hour and a half, leaving John fifteen minutes after landing to make his way to the commander's office. The secretary greeted him and said that the commander was running a little late; he took a seat in the lobby and watched men and women walk quickly into and out of hallways branching off of the large room. Most of them noticed him, did a double-take, and then continued on their way, sometimes shooting a glance back over their shoulders.

Finally, the secretary called John back and sent him down one of the hallways. He found Commander Kai's office by reading the plaque on the wall and knocked; someone inside called, "Enter!" and he opened the door.

John came to strict attention and saluted the man sitting behind the desk. The local head of PERSCOM, Commander Kai, nodded towards a seat. "I received your paperwork," he said quickly, cutting to the chase. "I admit, I'm rather surprised – and technically, you know, you belong to NavSpecWep, so I can't really grant you leave."

"They directed me to you, Commander," John replied, nodding in understanding as he sat down. "Since you are in charge of the personnel and this is a human request, not a Spartan one. They said you could clear it or not as you choose – they won't interfere unless you try to retire us."

Commander Kai grinned, nodding. "Well, the paperwork's in order – and I'll be damned before I stand between you four and some peace and quiet. I'll send over the official notice as soon as I can, but you're cleared to leave whenever you like. Just let me know, when you can, how long you'll be gone so I can make arrangements."

"Yes, sir," John replied.

"Have a good vacation," the commander said, standing and offering the Spartan a hand; John shook it as he stood. "Let us know how Kalgarro's coming along – on the down low." John nodded in understanding and headed back home.


	8. Spartan Ballet

**Chapter 8: Spartan Ballet**

The Spartans spent a couple of weeks in routine training, visitations with the Hood children and public institutions, and lounging around the house – well, not really lounging. They tore out a basement wall after checking with several contractors and built a secondary weight training room, moving the gear down there and setting up the old room as Linda and Fred's bedroom. The four now slept in pairs, which suited them as Linda and Fred explored the extent of their relationship and Kelly and John tried to figure out how to start theirs.

The doorbell to the house rang at 1400 hours one afternoon four weeks after receiving permission for leave. John, closest the door, stood up to answer it, but Kelly dragged him back down and then jumped over the couch to get it instead.

With more force than absolutely necessary, she yanked the door open and then invited the person in, leading him into the living room where the other three Spartans were sprawled; John and Linda were reading while Fred was working on his latest manuscript.

"Ensign Kai," John said in greeting. Son of Commander Kai, Derek T. Kai was a brilliant up-and-coming officer, though he had a mischievous streak that many thought would bar him from the upper ranks. That suited the down-to-earth Ensign just fine, thank you very much. He had dark brown hair and brown eyes with a proud chin, inherited from his father, and high cheekbones, supposedly from his mother's side of the family.

"Commander," Derek replied merrily, dipping his head in greeting. "LT, Master Chiefs." He technically outranked Kelly and Linda, but since he was clearly there on a personal visit, they didn't salute.

"Take a seat," John offered, waving to one of the armchairs. "What can we do for you?"

"Do I have to have a reason to visit?" Derek teased. The Spartans shrugged in unison.

"People usually do," Linda pointed out.

"I'm wounded," Derek pouted. "Can't I just come to enjoy your company?"

"What company we are is silent and focused," John warned, nodding to where Fred was already back at work on his writing.

Derek chuckled. "Alright, well, I will admit I'm here for a reason. Actually, a couple of reasons."

"Which are?" John asked, setting his book aside for the moment.

"First, I heard from Dad that you're going on vacation?"

John nodded. "Something of the sort, yes. We'll be guards for the Hoods on their way to Kalgarro."

"Oh, I see. That makes much more sense than the rumors."

"What rumors?" Linda asked carefully.

"What _isn't_ a rumor about you four?" Derek retorted, grinning. "I've heard everything from "Kalgarro's going to be attacked" to "UNSC wants to retire them." People come to _me_ thinking Dad told me anything!" he whined. "So," he chirped, perking up again, "I figured I'd come ask you all and set the rumors straight."

"Why must every little thing we do be gossip food?" Fred asked over the lid of his laptop.

"Because you're celebrities, duh."

"And the other reason?" John asked quickly before Fred could retort.

"Well, me and some of the others on the base were looking at some of the videos of battles from the Covenant War and were looking at how well you all function in zero-gee environments. And we were wondering if you could teach us how."

John hummed thoughtfully. "We were all trained in zero-gee, just like any soldier," he admitted. "But none of us were specialists."

"Li was the best," Linda added, nodding. "He practically lived for zero-gee engagements."

"Still, you're much better than anyone I've seen, and the trainers admit that they can't reproduce the techniques used to teach you."

"Well, first," Kelly said, "you'd need to learn how to move without friction. _Then_ you add in zero-gee."

Derek blinked, tilting his head. "How do you move without friction?"

"Spa-"

"No!" Linda barked, throwing her book at Kelly, who ducked it easily. "No – none of that!"

"Linda's upset because she used to be the target during our training," Kelly sniggered, dodging John's book, which Linda had snatched to throw at her sister as well. John protested wordlessly and grabbed the book as it sailed past.

"I'm lost," Derek admitted, looking at Fred hopefully.

"What Kelly is trying to say," Fred started, but he clapped his mouth shut when Linda whirled to glare fiercely at him.

"Spartan Ballet!" Kelly crowed as soon as Linda's attention was off her. Derek's jaw dropped as Linda tackled her sister, upsetting the couch she and John were sitting on. John quickly jumped up and out of the way as the pair tussled.

"Watch the lamp!" Fred yelled. John snatched said lamp out of the way before the two women crashed into the stand it had been sitting on.

Watching two Spartans wrestle was something of a spectacle, and Derek wondered idly if he, too, should move. But Kelly got the upper hand, slammed her sister onto the carpeted floor with a bang that made Derek wince, and then sat on her.

"We are not doing Spartan Ballet," Linda growled from under Kelly.

"Oh, come on, Xmas," Kelly said teasingly, peering down between her knees at her sister. "It'll be fun."

"No, it won't. I'll be the target, and I'm going to come home _covered_ in oil, and it _doesn't wash out_. John, a little backup here?"

John raised his hands. "I'm not getting involved in this."

Derek was trying to decide if he should be curious or worried that Linda seemed ready to kill someone. "Uh, could someone explain…?" he asked in the relative quiet.

"Spartan Ballet," Fred said, grinning at Linda apologetically, "is a test of balance and poise. We'd need an ice rink and a _lot _of oil."

"What are you planning on doing?"

"You cover the ice in oil and you have almost no friction. Then you put Spartans on it and tell them that at least half of them have to get from point A to point B," Kelly snickered.

"Jesus."

"Which is why small little Linda always got to be the first "ball" – we'd toss her around first to get used to the motion. You throw her this way, you go the other way." Kelly demonstrated with her hands. "You throw over the smaller children, because the bigger kids have more staying power, yeah?"

"It's just physics," Derek realized, nodding. "Momentum."

"Exactly," Kelly agreed. "And a little kid hitting a bigger one doesn't make for a very big displacement, so you don't have to recalculate as much. But if you tossed the big kids around, we'd be hitting the edges of the rink, and that's not allowed."

"Sounds painful. What if you fall down?"

Kelly smirked. "You _try_ to get back up. It's kind of hard once you're covered in oil."

"That sounds like a lot of fun," Derek said tentatively after thinking it over a few minutes. "And educational. Though I don't think it'd have real-world applications because it's a frictionless environment with gravity."

"It teaches you how to use other people – or corpses or debris – to move about in zero-gee environments," Fred explained. "It's also a team-building activity. And honestly, I think the trainers needed a break and figured we couldn't do anything bad to _them_ if we were trying to get off of oil-covered ice in the middle of nowhere."

"If I could get the icerink and oil – regular vegetable oil? – would you give us a demonstration?"

Linda groaned but Kelly nodded enthusiastically. "It doesn't have to be ice," she added thoughtfully. "It could be a plastic sheet laid over smooth ground, like an indoor gym."

Derek hummed. "I think we could do that." He stood and shook John's and Fred's hands, then offered a hand to Kelly and Linda. Despite their position, both shook his hand and wished him a good day, though Linda glared at him for suggesting the game.

"It'll be fun," Kelly told Linda as Derek let himself out. "You'll see."

"I'm coming home with bruises," Linda griped. Kelly let her up and she went back to sitting against Fred's legs. Fred ruffled her hair reassuringly.

"We could play a two-on-two game," Kelly suggested as she dusted herself off and set the couch upright again. "John and I against you two. We could set up goals on either side and get a ball or a puck or something – kind of like frictionless soccer."

"That would make it appealing to the soldiers," John agreed, setting the lamp back down on its stand. "It'd be more game-like than what we did."

"And more fun."

John nodded and sat back down on the couch. Kelly flopped down, curling her legs under her, and took up her own abandoned book. The four went back to their reading and writing quietly.

_~~HALO~~_

None of the Spartans had counted on the popularity of the "game" – nor on Derek's mentioning it to everyone on the base. Within twenty-four hours, requests flooded into the bases' PERSCOM offices as soldiers from around Earth heard about the spectacle. Derek came to tell the Spartans to expect a crowd, but as the four entered the indoor gym that had been turned over to their use, they weren't ready for the absolute _mob_ that was waiting.

Derek had originally planned to use a plastic sheet, but it tore too easily, so he had, with the permission of the base trainers, turned the indoor gym into an ice rink. Special cooling units kept the interior chilly enough to prevent the ice from melting. Pounded into the ice were barriers to keep the pool of oil from escaping into the "fan section," which housed both the actual fans and the soldiers who had come to watch.

Said soldiers were perched on bleachers and the place was packed. John, leading the group in, paused for a moment as a wall of cheers overwhelmed him.

"Jeez," he heard Kelly mutter behind him, setting down her rucksack. "I didn't think it'd be _this_ crowded…" She glared at Derek, who trotted over grinning like a fool.

"This is going to be awesome," he crowed, waving to the audience. "I think word got out, though." He winked at the Spartans, handed John a thick, heavy ball, and then trotted away again.

"Alright," John told his siblings, holding the ball under one arm. "Let's suit up and see if we remember basic training."

"We're going to look like idiots," Linda griped, clamping a beanie over her head firmly. They'd all worn fatigues they could afford to toss, since oil didn't wash out in large quantities. Kelly slipped on a beanie to match Linda's, except that hers was blue where Linda's was red. John and Fred had blue and red beanies respectively.

Then Kelly and John slid on their blue vests that would differentiate them from Fred and Linda, who were wearing red vests already, on the "court." Stowing their bags under one of the bleachers, John led the way to the edge of the oil-filled pit and looked over it.

It was a simple rectangle, measuring ten meters by fifteen meters. The oil over the ice glistened with the promise of a frictionless environment. Each end of the rectangle housed a hockey goal, a movable target that had been nailed into the ice for this game.

"Ladies first," Fred teased, bowing to Linda. Glaring at him, Linda grabbed onto his shoulder and carefully stepped into the pool of oil. It squished under her boots and she grimaced unhappily. Then she braced and brought her other foot in and pushed off of Fred, gliding smoothly towards the blue end of the court.

Kelly hopped up more quickly, slipping for a second before regaining her balance and shoving off of John towards their end. Fred climbed in next, followed by John, and then the two pushed off each other to get to their ends of the rink.

John still had the ball and made sure to hold onto it, unwilling to let it get coated in oil just yet. He slid into Kelly, who was braced for the impact and their combined weight slowed them until a chink in the ice let Kelly halt their movement. Then John swung to her left so they faced Linda and Fred, who were similarly lined up.

"Alright, quiet down!" Derek called through the indoor gym's speakers. The crowd slowly hushed. "Welcome to Spartan Ballet, ladies and gentlemen!" The mob cheered and then quieted again. "On Blue Team, Commander John-117 and Master Chief Kelly-087!" John and Kelly waved. "On Red Team, LT Fred-104 and Master Chief Linda-058. The rules are simple. You cannot leave the oil field. Each time the ball passes into your net, the other team scores a point! First to five points wins – or if we run out of time, highest score wins. This is a contact sport! Ready?" The four Spartans raised their fists in salute. "Go!"

John, with the ball, eyeballed Red Team and then passed the ball to Kelly, handing it to her carefully. "Slingshot?" she asked, curling one arm over the ball.

"I was thinking merry-go-round," John admitted, carefully maneuvering into position in front of her. She grinned, checked her grip on the ball, and extended her other hand to him.

"Fly me to the moon," she chuckled, bracing herself backwards. John grinned and leaned right; with the smallest of toeholds, he managed to get them rotating. Holding firmly to each other's hands, the pair circled slowly but gained speed quickly. At the peak of their rotation with Kelly's right side to the Red Team, John released his sister. She shot towards the other team; he, more slowly due to his heavier size, headed back towards their goal.

Kelly set her feet and managed to rotate her body enough to face Fred and Linda, who were prepared for the maneuver – it was one of the simplest they'd learned back in the day – and watching Kelly's incoming trajectory. They carefully moved until she would bowl into them; two meters away and about to impact, Kelly dropped to her knees and slid into Fred's legs, knocking the man down and slowing herself sufficiently so she sailed smoothly into their net, the ball still firmly against her chest.

Fred, down in the oil, rolled and tried to get back up, but the oil made it nearly impossible to stand. Linda was out of reach and stuck, unable to move without her partner very quickly.

To cheers from the crowd, Kelly used the goal to stand up and tossed the ball at Linda. The woman caught it with a grimace for its new oily coating; Kelly shoved off the goal and slid back towards John, who was hanging onto their own goal with one hand. She reached out and their wrists slapped together; he slid her around the goal so they framed it.

Fred was back on his feet when Kelly looked towards their siblings. He reached out to Linda, who grabbed his hand and slid to him. They spoke quietly; over the crowd, Kelly and John couldn't make out their plan.

They used a slingshot maneuver; John and Kelly tracked Linda's incoming trajectory and then John pushed Kelly to an intercept point. He miscalculated slightly, but Kelly managed to reach out and snag Linda's wrist as they sailed by each other. With a yank, Kelly dropped both of them; they started sliding, very slowly, towards the side of the court. John, still at the goalie net on Blue Team's side, moved to be between Linda and the net, while Fred pushed off of his net to assist his teammate.

About to be outnumbered, Kelly shoved Linda back towards Fred, simultaneously propelling herself – on her knees – towards John. He reached out and grabbed the back of her shirt, swinging her into the net where she could get a grip and stand up.

"We're all oily," Kelly laughed, standing gracefully.

"I think Linda's going to have some harsh words with you," John pointed out, nodding to their siblings. Fred was down again, having run into Linda to stop her forward velocity. They had nothing to brace on in the middle of the oil field, so the pair had to be careful about standing. Once upright, they linked hands again, glaring at Kelly and John playfully – for Fred – and unhappily – for Linda.

"Come at us!" Kelly yelled encouragingly, wiggling into a better position.

With everyone oily, the game ramped up in its intensity. Fred made the next try for the goal; it took both John and Kelly to catch him before he shot into their net. Kelly then snatched the ball from him and John pushed him off into a corner by himself so he couldn't help Linda. Kelly pushed off from the net and skirted neatly around Linda, despite the red-head's attempts to intercept her, and threw the ball into the Red Team's net.

Linda scored the next point on Blue Team by sending Fred in first and following after him. All four Spartans went down in tangle in that episode, which made everyone watching the spectacle laugh as Kelly shoved Fred away and sent him spinning towards the edge of the rink. He caught himself on the edge and stood back up, but by then, Linda had managed to toss the ball into the Blue Team's net.

John and Kelly snatched victory from their siblings by sliding _everyone_ into the net with enough force to pop out a few of the bolts holding it to the ice. Kelly dropped the ball inside the net and laughed as the crowd started cheering wildly, many of them standing.

John untangled himself from the pile of Spartans and pulled himself upright. The oil had thoroughly soaked into his clothing, hair, and skin; he ran a hand through his hair and slicked it back.

"Dashing," Kelly laughed as she similarly disengaged. Fred and Linda, on the bottom of the pile, finally untangled themselves and stood as well, using the net to haul themselves up.

"So long as we're all messy," Fred said good-naturedly, "we might as well show them how to work the rink." He nodded to a few Marines who were gathering close to the edge. John pushed off the net over to the closest group.

"Ready for a lesson?" he asked cheerfully, grabbing one by the shoulder and pulling them up into the pool of oil. Unprepared for the sudden movement, the Marine promptly collapsed once John set him down, much to the amusement of his fellows.

Linda, Fred, and Kelly found groups of their own. They each chose three Marines at first, so the rink wasn't too crowded, pulling them into the oil easily.

"Stand and brace yourself," John ordered his small group, demonstrating as he set his feet. "Remember, you have zero purchase here, so the only way you'll move is if someone pushes you, hits you, or slingshots you. Keep your center of gravity low. If you need to find purchase, think about bearing down on the ice beneath the oil, and if you're lucky, you'll find a little grip. If you fall down, you'll keep sliding. If you're rotating, you can speed up or slow down by pulling in your pushing out your arms." John snatched a Marine who was sliding away and pushed him towards the other two. They caught him and the three started moving slowly away.

John stabilized the three and then got a volunteer. He turned and caught Kelly's eye. "Coming over!" he called across the rink; Kelly turned to catch his person, whom he shoved – gently and smoothly – in her direction. The Marine slid across the ice and then lost his balance and fell on his tailbone, yelping in pain.

Kelly caught him against her legs and hauled him back to his feet. "Keep your balance or you'll bruise your tail!" she laughed at him, passing him off to Fred. They rotated volunteers through the groups to get everyone used to moving slowly, in a straight line. The Spartans remembered hours of doing exactly this, learning how to use the lack of friction against their "enemies" – the other teams of kids – and how to move and trust your partners.

"Alright, now you all pair up and work on moving around," Fred ordered when the last of the twelve Marines had been passed between the four Spartans. The oil on the rink was getting low; John could actually almost walk over to the edge of the rink. Derek had gallon jugs of more oil waiting, however, and he helped several Marines pour more onto the rink. John and Kelly moved it away from the sides with their arms, sending small ripples through the field.

The twelve original Maries rotated off the ice to shower – and figure out how to get oil out of their hair – and another twelve came on. The Spartans stayed until everyone had had a chance to try out the new exercise. Around 1900 hours, those Marines started disappearing in greater numbers, to have dinner and settle in for the evening. John, Kelly, Linda, and Fred were left alone in the gym, Kelly chuckling softly to herself as she "swam" on her stomach through the mess.

From somewhere in the gym came the soft sound of music; all four Spartans turned to see Derek flash them a thumbs up, yell something about "pretty ballerinas," and disappear. With no one in reach of anyone else, they couldn't get the music to turn off quickly, so they agreed to let it play.

John idly floated towards Kelly, sitting down on his haunches now. She spotted his movement and moved to intercept him. "You know what? I haven't had this much fun in a while," she sighed happily, bumping into his leg and half-crawling into his lap to keep them together as they drifted lazily.

"Mhmm," John hummed in agreement. "Did you enjoy the game or the training more?"

"I can't really decide." Kelly pouted and shifted, sending them into a slow spin. "I liked the game because it was a lot of fun, but training the Marines a little was fun, too, more because I got to see them falling down so much. And it's nice to be able to teach something other than how to shoot or hunt down an enemy or something. I mean, this has _some_ practical applications, but not many. Though it was fun to see Linda fall over." She snickered at her sister who splashed oil at them as they passed. Linda was still, so John reached out and pushed her towards Fred, sending him and Kelly in the opposite direction.

"You know would be hilarious?" Fred called over the rink, catching Linda with a grin of thanks to John. "_Real_ ballet on this floor."

"Gods, think of the broken ankles," Linda sighed, eyeing the oil field as she pulled herself fully into Fred's lap to avoid the sticky liquid. "It'd take a lifetime of training, Spartan-like reflexes, not to mention-" Linda's protest ended in a squeak as Fred stood, managing to bring her upright with him, and spun her to face him, backing up a pace carefully.

"Care to dance?" he asked cheerily, sweeping out one arm in a formal bow and then offering his hand.

"Fred, no," Linda protested, but she took his hand after a moment's hesitation and put her other hand on his shoulder. "I have no idea what I'm doing," she muttered, blushing a little.

"Neither do I," Fred assured her softly, placing his other hand at the small of her back. "Besides, it's not like we can go anywhere."

"We can help with that!" Kelly called, shoving off of John towards them gently. Thus warned, Fred and Linda braced; she bumped into them gently and then shoved back towards John, sending them – slowly and steadily – in the other direction.

Fred swayed to the music and then rotated them slowly, grinning at Linda's look of concentration. "Just flow with the music," he whispered, leaning down to speak into her ear.

Linda closed her eyes for a moment and let him lead her; then she felt the rhythm herself and swayed with him, rotating slowly.

"They're so adorable," Kelly giggled quietly to John, who had caught her on the way past again. "Shall we dance?"

"To slow music?" John asked teasingly. "I don't think that's really your style."

"No, you're right," Kelly admitted. "We'll wait for something faster. In the meantime, I'm happy to float – if you work on my neck." John obliged silently, both of them watching the other pair as they spun slowly.

Suddenly, but gently, Fred spun Linda out at the end of his arm, further slowing their rotation, and then twirled her back in like the cheesiest of dancing scenes in romantic movies. Nearing the net, he carefully caught them on it and shoved in the other direction, slowly, so they would have plenty of room to maneuver. He spun Linda out again and then, bringing her back in, dropped both hands to her sides.

John glanced down at Kelly and noted the amusement on her face – and was there a hint of wistfulness? "Jealous?" he murmured near-silently.

"Not really," Kelly admitted, leaning back into him. "I'm not the same kind of sap they are." Linda, overhearing her sister's comment, broke away from Fred long enough to stick her tongue out at Kelly before turning back to her man. "But it just makes me wonder what I'm missing out on."

"I don't think you'd be that kind of sap even without the implants," John mused thoughtfully. "You don't like the old-style romantic crap – uh, stuff-" he corrected quickly when Fred threw _him_ a dirty glance, "that they do. But you've got your own idea of romance – and it mostly involves _beating_ on me."

"You poor, abused Spartan," Kelly chuckled, reaching up to pat his cheek.

"Alright, you two, enough moping or whatever you're doing over there!" Fred called. "Get in here."

"Too slow," Kelly replied, laughing. "You two enjoy yourselves."

"Kelly, so help me, if you don't get up and join us, I'm not going to give you any of the anti-oil shampoo I have," Linda threatened.

Kelly squeaked unhappily and turned her head to look at John. "Do _you_ have any such shampoo?" she asked hopefully. He shook his head, amused. "Damn. Come on, then, John." She hauled herself up and John stood as well. "If you make me look stupid, I'll throw you into the net and leave you there," she growled lowly, turning to face John.

John reached out with one hand and snagged said net, wrapping an arm around Kelly to halt them both. "Incoming," he warned Linda and Fred, pushing them off towards their siblings. Linda and Fred separated and caught them.

"Care for a dance?" Fred asked Kelly teasingly. "_I_ won't make you look stupid."

"Charmer," Kelly chuckled, taking his hand. John similarly bowed to Linda, who grinned and slid closer. "Now what?"

"Now we float," Fred told her, gently shoving off from Linda and John. "Just move with me. I'm – hey, I'm supposed to lead!"

But Kelly had the bit in her teeth and flawlessly copied Fred's own movements with Linda, spinning him out and then back in. "You know, the girl is usually supposed to be spun," he grumped.

"I warned you!" Linda laughed from where John had carefully spun her out as well and was twirling her back in. Without having to move her feet, the movement looked much more graceful than it would have been without the oil.

After some practice, John and Kelly traded partners again, Fred giving John some pointers about how to spin him. "I'm not a whip!" he laughed as John almost let go. "You're not trying to throw me off, John."

John frowned in concentration and brought Fred back. "You know, with anyone else, this would be very awkward," Linda opined from where Kelly was experimenting with the steps they could do.

"Why?" Fred asked, showing John was he meant by spinning the larger man out and then carefully back in.

"Well, for one, anyone else dancing with us would be face-planted in our chests," Kelly replied, grinning cheekily.

"Somehow, I don't think they'd mind," Fred snickered.

"And you know how most men in the military are," Linda added, shifting as Kelly tried to figure out how to dip her and failing, almost landing Linda in the oil again. "Drop me and I will leave fish guts in your bed, too," she growled threateningly at her partner.

"Time for a switch," Kelly suggested prudently. "John, you don't mind if I drop you, do you?"

"Not really," John admitted. "But aren't I supposed to dip you?"

Kelly flapped her hand at him as she handed Linda to Fred and took John back. "Sexist stereotypes. Now shut up and think _light as a feather_, because otherwise I can't hold your ass up."

However, as with anything between John and Kelly, they soon turned the simple dance practice into a contest of strength and dominance. Watching them, Linda nuzzled Fred's chest. "They're exhausting me," she admitted as John grabbed Kelly's hand, whipping her around his back to his other, outstretched hand, and then swinging her in front again before she could set her feet against the motion.

"It's how they interact," Fred chuckled lowly, pressing a gentle kiss to the crown of her head.

Linda hummed in agreement, watching carefully as John pinned Kelly's hands behind her back and pulled down until her knees bent and she dipped, however unwillingly. He smirked and brought her back upright; Kelly immediately broke his grip and shoved him backwards, catching his hand at the last second and _slamming_ them together.

"But does it always have to be a contest? That can't be healthy."

"You're not exactly qualified to talk about relationship styles," Fred murmured, grinning. His hot breath tickled through her red hair. "Besides, you shouldn't judge them for how they enjoy each other's company."

"I'm not, I'm just a little worried that they haven't gone farther."

"They'll get there when they get there."

Linda sighed in agreement. "I'm about ready to be done if they are," she said tentatively after a few minutes of comfortable silence between the pair. She looked over and rubbed her nose against Fred's chest in silent frustration at the sight.

John and Kelly had given up dancing and were wrestling, on their hands and knees – they hadn't started there – and making an even bigger mess of themselves. They were also finding out how hard it was to hold onto your opponent when he doesn't want you to and is covered in oil as a bonus.

"Children!" Fred barked, laughing at the pair.

"Don't give me that tone," Kelly retorted, scrabbling in the oil for purchase as John knelt over her, pinning her down. "Help me out here!"

"Not gonna happen. You two got into that mess, get yourself out of it." Linda eyeballed her sister, who seemed far too happy being pinned under John in a lake of oil. "You alright there?" she asked.

"Never better," Kelly panted in reply, finally managing to get a little wiggle room and turning the tables, rolling John onto his back before the larger Spartan could counter. "I win!"

Kelly yelped, however, as John pushed up and threw her towards the other end of the rink, separating them. Kelly slid towards the edge on her hands and knees, spinning slowly. "That's cheating," she argued as John – slowly – made his own way towards the closest edge of the field. It was only two meters from his outstretched hand, but it may as well have been ten for all he could move that way.

"I've forgotten," he admitted as his siblings watched him "swim" without any results, "how hard this is."

Kelly took pity on him and walk around the edge of the field. Reaching in with a broom handle, she was able to pull him out; then she offered the same broom handle to Linda, who used it to pull her and Fred to the edge as well.

"I'm exhausted," Linda admitted, smiling slightly as John rubbed his oily hands firmly into Kelly's well-oiled hair. "Time to go home."

Her siblings agreed and they all headed for the exit. John turned off the music while Linda, who was the least oily of them, grabbed all their bags. Then they silently walked through the base, returning greetings from the few soldiers they encountered.

"Home sweet home," Linda sighed as they walked into the mudroom. "Alright, _no one_ touches anything until they've showered – and here's a bag for clothing." She handed Kelly the plastic bag; Kelly took it and headed upstairs to the shower. John took another such bag and headed for the lower-floor shower.

John quickly stripped off his oil-sodden clothing, placing each piece carefully in the plastic bag, before finding the special shampoo and soap Linda had found at the mall for just this occasion. It took three washings to get the oil out of his hair, and several minutes of scrubbing, but he finally felt close to oil-free and wrapped a towel around his waist. Fred took over the bathroom; John headed for the kitchen and dug into the leftovers still in the refrigerator.

"Save some for me?" Kelly asked, coming up behind him. Her hair was wrapped in a small towel, another one covering her body from collar bone to mid-thigh.

"A little," John teased, handing her a bowl with warmed-up soup and a spoon. "Get it all out?"

"Most of it," Kelly sighed, taking the bowl and cupping it in both hands to warm up. "But we're going to run out of hot water if Fred and Linda take as long as I did."

John chuckled. "Kelly, we're not on a ship anymore. I don't think we could run out the hot water if we tried. This base is supplied for twice as many soldiers as are here now."

Kelly nodded reluctantly. "I'd forgotten," she admitted. "Aren't you chilled?"

John shrugged, though now that his sister mentioned it, he could feel the goosebumps along his arm and a fine shiver traveled up his body, further stiffening the hairs on his limbs. "Not really," he replied, turning back to the microwave and retrieving his own bowl of soup. He put another bowl in for Fred or Linda, whoever got done first.

Kelly yawned widely, baring her teeth at John playfully. "I wasn't expecting to get so tired," she admitted. "I was going to suggest a spar, but I'm tired enough to go straight to bed."

"Good, because I'd fall asleep as soon as you put me on the mat," John teased, grinning as she stuck her tongue out at him. "You're going to bite your tongue off one day if you keep doing that."

Kelly snorted and finished her soup. John was half-way through his bowl when Fred joined them in the kitchen, a towel wrapped around his waist. He thanked John for the bowl of soup and sat at the kitchen table to eat it, savoring the warmth.

John finished his bowl and washed both his and Kelly's dishes. He wished Fred a good night and then followed Kelly up to their room. He passed Linda in the hall and wished her a good night as well, letting her know that he'd left warm soup in the microwave for her.

Then John entered his and Kelly's room and chuckled to see Kelly burrowed under her covers on her cot. Then he noticed that she'd stolen his blanket, too, and growled softly.

"Are you planning on sharing?" he asked Kelly, crossing to the dresser for a pair of boxers. He quickly changed and hung his towel next to Kelly's on the back of the door.

"No," Kelly replied, pulling the blankets more firmly around herself. "I'm chilled."

John sighed and flicked out the light. "Well, if you consider sharing, I'll consider _not_ planting my cold feet on your back."

"You wouldn't dare," Kelly hissed, looking out from under her pile of blankets.

"I would and you know it."

"…Tch, fine." Kelly flung his blanket at him, quickly burrowing under her own again.

"Come here." John wiggled his hand under her covers and found her wrist.

"Hey, why are _you _warm?" Kelly scooted closer and John hissed as her chilly skin touched his.

"_Why_ would you do that?" John whined as Kelly warmed up against him.

"Good night," Kelly replied serenely, as innocently as though she wasn't leeching heat out of him. John sighed and wrapped an arm around Kelly's back.


	9. Learning Together

**Chapter 9: Learning Together**

The Spartan's days passed in relative peace, some more quickly than others. Two months before they were scheduled to leave with the Hoods to go to Kalgarro, Linda received an invitation to attend – and partially lead – weekly meetings with a group of the UNSC's best snipers. They tested new long-range weapons, offered suggestions to technicians, and generally had a good time.

Linda's Monday nights were taken up with planning the week's meeting, while her Thursday nights were spent at the meeting itself. Fred often attended the meetings, though he wasn't as good a sniper as Linda, and learned quite a bit. Kelly and John tagged along a couple times, but neither of them had the same capacity for patience and perfection as Linda and the snipers.

Two days before their departure, Linda was out at a sniper's seminar – she called them that – and Fred had gone with her to hone his own sniping skills. That left Kelly and John in the house alone, which Fred had teased his brother about before heading out. It was a common ritual, but John could hear the frustration in his brother's voice.

The pair had at least twelve hours before their siblings returned. John made lunch and they ate their sandwiches watching the news, which was full of uplifting stories about rebuilding today. It included a short description of the work going on at several of the colonies being rebuilt – and a special about Kalgarro. They listened carefully, noting key names. Then the news turned to other matters and John turned off the projector.

Kelly stretched lazily, yawning out of boredom more than tiredness. "What's on your agenda today, Chief?" she asked, grinning.

John shrugged. "I was going to pack for Kalgarro, since we have the time now and might not later this week."

Kelly nodded. "Probably a good idea," she agreed. "I think I'll join you."

John playfully opened the bedroom door once they were upstairs and bowed her in; Kelly ruffled his hair and chuckled. "Thank you, gallant one," she oozed, flicking on the light.

She grabbed a small duffel bag from the closet and tossed it to him; John caught it and set it carefully on his cot. Kelly copied him and they silently started packing their clothing. Each brought mostly fatigues, but also packed a pair of bodysuits and their formal uniform as well. They would add in their toiletries later.

Kelly zipped up her duffel and put it under her bed; John did the same. "Alright, well, there went fifteen minutes." She glanced at the clock on the wall. "What do you feel like doing now?"

"Why do I have to choose?" John asked teasingly, heading back downstairs. Kelly followed.

"I don't care what we do, so it's up to you."

"And what if I don't care what we do?"

"It's still up to you."

"Damn."

Kelly chuckled and they headed into the basement. The pair were always up for sparring. John pulled the mats out from the closet and they quickly set them on the ground. After warming up with stretches, they squared off, circling slowly.

John put Kelly on defense immediately by striking first; she caught his open hand and tried to pull him over her hip, but he stabilized and resisted the tug, grinning at her. Kelly dropped his hand and moved sideways; John pivoted to follow. They traded blows for a few minutes before Kelly grabbed onto John's shoulder and pulled him to the floor.

They rolled away from each other and John rose to one knee facing his sister. Kelly growled and stood for just a second, jumping at him; he caught her and tried to toss her off, but she grabbed onto his wrists and turned his throw against him. They both landed on their sides, but John had a more advantageous position and rolled until he could kneel over Kelly to pin her down.

Kelly wiggled experimentally but John had her wrists pinned above her head where she shouldn't use her full strength to free them, and his knees on either side of her ribs kept her from wiggling out. He was hunched forward so she couldn't knee him in the back, either, though she did try.

"You're evil," she chuckled, blowing a strand of blue hair out of her face.

"No, I'm just good at this," he teased, grinning.

"Alright, you made your point, let me up."

"Hmmm, no, I think not."

"John…"

"Yes?"

"This isn't exactly comfortable."

"You're a Spartan. Deal with it."

Kelly sighed, bringing her knees up into a more comfortable position. "You're sitting on my bladder," she complained.

John shifted obligingly and she tried to wiggle free but his knees clamped down like a vice and prevented her from doing so. He leaned more of his weight onto her and she calmed back down.

"You're impossible," she grunted, fists clenching.

"Impossibly cute," he replied, grinning cheerfully.

"Impossibly heavy. Have you been sneaking cookies?"

John stuck out his tongue at his sister. "No."

"Lies. What else would you be doing when you stay at home while we go do things?" Kelly asked, wiggling as she tried to tuck her shirt back down from where it had ridden up from her last attempt to break free.

John frowned slightly and released his sister, standing up and stepping over her. "Another match?" he asked, his voice neutral.

Kelly refused to stand up, however, and pulled her shirt down as she spoke. "No, John, we should talk about this. You've been avoiding going out with us unless you have to. I thought you might just be trying to cope, so I haven't said anything, but I'm curious and I think I have a right to know."

"Why?" John asked, sitting down next to her.

"Because you're my brother, my CO, and my friend," Kelly replied gruffly, sitting up and scooting around to face him. "So, what're you doing that you don't want us to know about?"

John fidgeted a little; Kelly's eyebrow rose slightly. He'd been working on letting down his emotional barriers, and they'd all be helping him; the fidgeting was a new thing he did when truly upset or worried.

"I've been doing some research," he admitted softly.

"About what?"

"Pituitary glands."

Kelly blinked in confusion. The Spartans had received implants to those glands to increase their growth – but those same implants also suppressed their libido and helped to control emotional responses. Or different implants that had been put in at the same time. Kelly wasn't entirely sure what all was in her brain that wasn't organic.

"Why?" she finally asked.

"Do you really need to ask?" John replied, raising an eyebrow.

"Besides the obvious. What are _you_ trying to accomplish?"

"If we can remove them… They're done their job, really. We grew faster and taller than we were supposed to. We got through the war without emotional problems. I don't think it's healthy to keep suppressing those urges, especially with recent developments." Kelly sniggered quietly and John eyed her before cracking a grin of his own. "They might help us _really_ understand what we missed out on, maybe even let us experience some of it."

"Teenage hormones." Kelly exaggerated her shiver. "Are you sadistic? Do you _want_ Linda and I to go crazy once a month? 'Cause I hear that's what happens."

"There are medications to help with that, and there's always your training. You've gone through battle with cramps before."

Kelly made a face. "Yes, but it was _not_ pleasant. And _you_ don't have to deal with them."

"I have to put up with your whining."

"Touché… Bastard." Kelly socked him – hard – and John let her.

"But seriously, Kelly. Don't you want to see what it's like to live with full emotional capacity?"

"Yes," Kelly admitted after frowning for a moment. "But it's going to be hard. We'll be practically useless for a while. Probably breaking down every time we stub a toe."

John grinned. "I don't think it'll be that bad. We went through most of training without it."

"Yes, but we now have fully adult, fully operational, and totally suppressed bodies. And free time, and privacy. It could get ugly _really_ quickly."

"You don't trust us to be able to moderate ourselves?"

"I really don't." There was no teasing in her voice; John frowned, shaking his head.

"Have some faith, Kelly. We could do it one at a time, too."

"In pairs – Linda and Fred, then you and me."

"Do you think that'd be a good idea? Why not you and Linda together, and then Fred and I – or vice versa."

"Because I don't want to deal with two hormonal women and two hormonal men together. It's be better to go in pairs anyway." She raised an eyebrow significantly. John nodded slightly.

"Alright, I can accept that. But we'll need outside help, more than likely. Some sort of psychologist would probably be best. One who specializes in young adults, most likely."

Kelly nodded in agreement. "That sounds like a good plan," she said quietly. "But why now, John?"

"I'm… I'd _like_ to move forward with our lives, Kelly." He smiled slightly. "We are getting close to sixty years old now. We've given the better part of our lives to the UNSC. It's selfish of us, but…"

"We've damned well earned it," Kelly agreed, smiling. "But not until we get back from Kalgarro, and _only_ if we can get… Well, I wouldn't say permission, but we should definitely talk to several doctors about this, make sure it won't damage anything permanently to remove the implants."

John nodded. "That was going to be my next step. I didn't want to mention it to you until I'd talked it over with a doctor and made sure it would be safe, not to mention possible."

"And we'll have to let NavSpecWep know. They technically own us, still. They may not want us to be… Well, I guess you could say _free_."

"That's the attitude I'd like to have about it."

Kelly hummed in agreement. "So, now that that's out of the way, anything else bugging you?"

John shook his head. "As always, Kelly, you made me spill my guts."

She matched his grin with a chuckle. "I am good at that, aren't I?"

"You just know me too damn well," he replied.

"You do it to me, too," she pointed out.

John nodded. "I guess it's fair, then." They grinned at each other and then resumed their sparring session.

_~~HALO~~_

Fred chuckled as he and Linda stepped through the door. He grinned as Linda waved and walked into the kitchen. Fred headed into the living room and waited for one of his siblings to welcome them home, but received no such greeting. He frowned and called softly, "John? Kelly?"

He looked into the basement; they weren't there. But the sparring mats were in a different order, which meant they'd sparred. He checked the weight room but they weren't there, either, so he headed up to the bedrooms.

He found the pair curled up in the reading room, a book on the floor spine-up saying that one of them had fallen asleep reading. John was sitting on the couch, one arm propping his head up, the other draped over Kelly. She was lying on her side, half-way on John's lap, her arms crossed to keep them from dangling.

Fred froze instantly, not wanting to disturb them, and then silently made his way out of the room, closing the door softly. Had he been anyone but one of the siblings, the pair would have woken instantly, but their subconscious minds had recognized him as no threat.

Fred hurried – silently – downstairs and grabbed Linda as she started to make a ruckus in the kitchen. "You've got to see this," he murmured, pulling her up the stairs. He cracked open the reading room door and then let it fall open silently. Both Spartans looked in; Linda clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling at their siblings.

"Another step forward," she muttered lowly as she and Fred went back downstairs. "Good for them."

"We should let them sleep."

"Did you see John's position? He's going to wake up with a sore neck if he sleeps very long like that."

"No pain, no gain."

"I'm hungry and I'm making dinner." Fred grinned as Linda glared at him, daring him to contradict her, but he was hungry, too, and merely raised his hands in surrender. Linda grinned and headed into the kitchen. He followed and leaned on a counter, out of the way but ready to help if she wanted some assistance.

"I wish we had a camera. That's on our next shopping list."

Fred nodded in agreement and crossed to the fridge, adding "camera" to the shopping list already in progress. "We're living as couples now, we should start documenting things other than battlefields and the interior of Covenant ships," he joked, grinning.

"My thoughts exactly." Linda grinned and hip-checked him away from the fridge so she could gather some ingredients for food.

"I'm working on making food. You're not making the process any faster," she warned as Fred moseyed towards the pots already on the stove.

"I'm hungry," Fred protested, lifting the lid of a pot – only to find it empty. He pouted childishly at her; she smirked in return and gently shoved him out of the way.

Fred hugged her gently from behind, the top of her head being the perfect height to rest his chin on. He gently kissed her hair and then rested his head on top of hers. "Excited to go on our first vacation ever?" he asked quietly.

"I kinda counted trips to the sick bay vacation," she admitted, leaning back into him as she chopped up several vegetables. "But yes, I am looking forward to seeing Kalgarro – and spending two months with Terry and his family should be interesting."

Fred nodded in agreement, wiggling Linda's head with him comically. She chuckled lowly. "And," he added cheekily, "it'll give John and Kelly the privacy they might need to get a move on things."

"Now, Fred," Linda scolded, tilting her head back to glare softly at him, "they're taking it at their own pace. _We_ didn't move all that fast, either."

"Yeah, but I'm tired of waiting for them to discover how wonderful this is." He pressed his lips to the crown of her head again; she hummed happily.

"I prefer to think of them like a roast – slow and steady wins the race. We can't push them any faster. They have to move at their own pace. Can you get a couple of plates?"

"Sure." Fred moved over to the cupboard and brought her back the requested items, along with a pair of glasses filled with cool water from the fridge.

"Thanks." Linda quickly steamed the chopped vegetables and Fred watched, leaning against the counter now.

They sat down to eat once the food was ready in companionable silence. Half-way through the meal, they heard John's nearly-silent step approaching the kitchen; he looked in and smiled upon seeing his siblings.

"I thought I smelled something good," he said softly. "Leave enough for me?"

"On the stove," Linda replied, grinning. "Where's Kelly?"

"Still asleep."

"You two looked pretty comfortable up there." To Fred's delight, John cleared his throat and the back of his neck – all they could see as he looked in the pot – turned a dusty red. "Don't get embarrassed on us. We thought it was very cute. Just wish we'd had a camera." Linda chuckled in agreement.

"Ah… Well, we just fell asleep waiting for you guys to get home. How did the seminar go?"

"It went really well. I'm going to miss them while we're on vacation," Linda admitted.

John nodded in agreement and sat at the table with a bowl of vegetables for himself. "We'll be back in two months, though," he pointed out. "Two weeks to get there, two weeks back, a month there."

"I know." Linda smiled.

"So, how did _your_ evening go?" Fred grinned saucily.

"It went pretty well," John replied, smiling back. "We sparred, talked, watched some news, and then I read."

"Who won?" Fred asked, grinning.

"Well, I won the physical spar, but she always beats me when we talk," John admitted, grinning lopsidedly.

"Poor John."

"Can it, Fred."

"Yes, sir." Fred grinned cheekily.

"What'd you two talk about?" Linda asked, cutting into the glaring contest.

"Actually, it is something I want to talk to you about," John said, finishing his bowl of veggies. "Kelly and I talked about possibly removing the pituitary implants we received with the augmentations."

Both Fred and Linda stared at their brother as though he was crazy, then slowly realization dawned in Linda's eyes, followed quickly by Fred's. "Remove the emotional suppression?" Linda murmured, her voice quiet with more than simple surprise. She glanced at Fred.

John nodded seriously. "Kelly thinks that, if we try it, we should do it in pairs – you two, us two, in some order. And we'll probably need a psychologist's help, not to mention cooperation and agreement from NavSpecWep and PERSCOM – 'cause we'll probably be out of commission for a while."

"Is it possible?" Linda asked quietly. "They're pretty ingrained by now."

John nodded. "I haven't spoken to a doctor yet. I was going to when we get back."

Linda nodded thoughtfully. "That's a good idea. We should know if it's possible before we get our hopes up." She glanced at Fred again; John couldn't read the glance, but Fred certainly could and wrapped an arm around her, hugging her for comfort more than anything else.

"Are you okay?" John asked Linda, frowning slightly.

"I'm fine," Linda replied, smiling sadly. "But it's a cruel hope to dangle in front of us, John."

John nodded. "I'm sorry. I thought you might have a suggestion or objection."

"Not that I think you haven't thought of already. We can talk about it more on the ship. Terry might know of a good place to start and have some advice about the politics of our decision."

"Politics." John sighed but grinned ruefully. "We're simple soldiers, not politicians."

Fred snorted. "John, 'simple'? Hardly. We're Spartans."

"Still, soldiers – not politicians."

"Unfortunately, in this day and age, a soldier must know the politics to survive. There are more subtle battlefields now," Fred muttered unhappily.

John and Linda nodded in agreement and the trio cleaned up their dishes. "On a completely separate subject, have you two packed?" John asked the pair.

"Not yet," Fred replied, smiling slightly. "We thought we'd do it tomorrow, before training."

John hummed in agreement and they headed upstairs. Fred and Linda disappeared into their room quickly; John looked into the reading room but Kelly had woken and moved. He found her in their bedroom, sprawled over her cot.

Kelly looked up when John came in and grinned in welcome. "How're the other two?" she asked quietly.

"Good. The seminar went well. I mentioned our discussion about the implants – we decided we'd talk more on the way to Kalgarro, and maybe discuss it with Terry. He'll probably be able to suggest who we should talk to, politically speaking." John pulled his shirt off and tossed it into the dirty laundry hamper; his pants quickly followed with his socks and then he lay down in his own cot, pulling his blanket up and then tucking his hands under his head.

"That's a good idea," Kelly mused once John was settled. They slept with a clear avenue between their cots – the habit came from days when sleeping closely packed meant causalities when the trainers woke them with stun batons or worse.

Tonight, however, Kelly rolled off of her cot on the opposite side from John and scooted it so that the sides of their beds touched. John raised an eyebrow.

"Face it, there's no trainers who're stupid enough to try and sneak into our bedroom to wake us up," Kelly muttered, falling back into her cot. "'Sides, Linda says it's nice to sleep like this."

John hummed thoughtfully and rolled onto his side, facing Kelly. "We took a pretty big step today," he murmured, referring to how Fred had found him and Kelly.

"Is this too fast?" Kelly asked, opening one eye.

John shook his head. "If you're comfortable, then so am I," he said quietly.

Kelly nodded. "But you'll tell me if I'm moving too quickly, right?" She sounded a little worried; John smiled reassuringly.

"Kelly, you're the fastest person ever. But you're being very – hmm, what's a good word? Gentle, almost. Understanding, certainly. Thank you for that. But I think we can move a little faster."

"Hmmm, good," Kelly chuckled. "I'm getting a little impatient."

"You are an impatient person," John teased, flicking her nose. She scrunched up her face and stuck her tongue out at him; John flicked that, too, and she snapped her teeth at his fingers, which he quickly pulled away. "Hey, no biting," he scolded.

"I'll bite you if I want to," she replied, smirking. "And you can't do shit about it."

John raised an eyebrow. "Oh, really? I could just wear the armor all the time. Good luck biting through that."

"You'd owe me some major dental work."

"I'm not the one making you bite me."

"Yes, you are."

"How?"

"'Cause I said so."

John merely rolled his eyes and refused to respond; Kelly grinned proudly at him.

"I win," she sang softly, not wanting to wake their siblings down the hall.

"Refusing to play doesn't mean you win," John argued. "Now go to sleep before I kick you out to the couch for keeping me awake."

"As if you could," Kelly scoffed, rolling onto her more comfortable side, facing away from John. She squeaked in surprise when he grabbed her and pulled her closer, his arm over her side.

"Good _night_," he said firmly as she struggled to free herself. She harrumphed and settled down; her blue hair tickled at John's nose until he moved it away.

"Good night, John," she murmured as her body relaxed into slumber.

"Good night, Kelly," he replied, closing his own eyes.
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**Chapter 10: Base Lessons**

"Okay, toothbrush, toothpaste, comb, deodorant, soap, towel, clothing, shoes, swim suit… What am I missing?" Fred muttered to himself as he moved through his and Linda's bedroom.

"You'd leave your head behind if you didn't write it down," Linda teased, grinning. Fred threw a pair of his socks at her; she caught them and dropped them into his suitcase.

They finished packing quickly and then stowed their suitcases under their bed. "Breakfast?" Fred suggested.

"Sounds good to me," Linda agreed.

They knocked on Kelly and John's door, but the pair didn't answer from inside so Linda led the way into the kitchen. John was sitting at the table, quietly munching dry cereal, while Kelly leaned on the counter and nibbled at an apple.

"Good morning," Kelly said cheerfully, her blue hair still spiked from sleep. "How'd you two sleep?"

"Well enough. Yourself?" Linda moved towards the fridge while Fred joined John at the table.

"Really well," Kelly replied, grinning conspiratorially. She leaned over and murmured in Linda's ear; John and Fred exchanged amused glances as Linda smirked, glanced at John knowingly, and hugged her sister around the shoulders.

"Good for you two," was all she said, however, leaving Fred entirely in the dark. He pouted but she didn't say anything as the group ate their breakfast.

All four were wearing their training outfits and had a morning of work planned with the base's soldiers, group by group. The seminar for the snipers that Linda headed wasn't the only group like it, but it was the only one which required a night-time meeting because of the requirements on the soldiers during the day. Seeing the success of the sniping groups, the base had started giving Saturdays over to specialized training. Fred led the hand-to-hand teams, while Linda worked with non-snipers on their long-range weaponry. John taught leadership and tactics while Kelly was trying to start a group of Rabbits, as they called themselves.

"Alright, ready?" John asked once they'd all finished their breakfast. Kelly nodded; Linda and Fred agreed verbally. They headed out of the house and towards the interior of the base's 5.7 acres of training grounds, barracks, officer housing, mess hall, and other buildings.

Fred headed for the bare-dirt training field he generally used with his hand-to-hand students; they were already waiting for him. Kelly walked towards the gym and Linda went to the rifle range. John headed for one of the classroom buildings; he'd already received permission to use the holographic simulators in the Battle Lab and had a good morning of work for his own trainees planned.

They greeted him with a chorus of "Good morning, sir," and "Mornin', LT!" – the former, from new students, the latter from soldiers John had known a while. He returned the greeting as he walked up to the front of the room and called up the simulator. While it spun up the program he'd already designed, he faced the class.

There were only fifteen in this group – the smallest of the classes taught Saturday mornings, strictly voluntary – and he knew each one except for a new student with Sanderson stitched on the front of his flight suit which marked him as a pilot.

"We'll be starting this morning with a study of the Didact and the Composer," John told the class. They had yet to discuss the Forerunner, so the announcement made the men and women blink in confusion. John waved to the projector, which called up an image of the Didact as seen through John's helmet when he had been frozen by the Forerunner. John explained quickly what a Forerunner truly was and who, specifically, the Didact had been.

"He had an ability to use magnetic fields – we believe that is what they are, though we have very little data –to freeze opponents, especially ones wearing armor." John quickly explained how the Didact had managed to stop him and levitate the Spartan and his armor, a full half-ton, without apparent effort.

"After the nuclear detonation that destroyed the Composer and, we believe, the Didact himself, we were unable to retrieve the Didact's body – though it is likely that, after falling into the Composer's beam, he was turned into electrical data. We are unsure how Composing a human or Promethean turns them into the warriors we found on Requiem, but there has been no contact with any Forerunner Prometheans since the destruction of the Composer.

"The Composer was destroyed, we believe, but the Librarian did not promise that it was the only such copy. Furthermore, knowing it _is_ possible to turn organic beings into digital data has prompted many scientists to try and replicate the process."

John turned the projector to another image, this time of the station he'd been on when first introduced to the Composer's powers. He played through the view from his helmet as the Composer worked its near-magic abilities on the scientists. The viewframe tilted and he cut it off as it panned downwards; he had collapsed at that point.

"The Composer turned the entire station's population into digital beings and we never found them again. Cortana was able to feel the change and said they practically died; the process strips memory and rational, human thought from the minds of the Composed. They turn into Prometheans." He called up an image of a Promethean, close-up when one had seized him in full armor, despite his shields, and opened its faceplate to shriek.

Sanderson raised his hand; John nodded in permission for him to speak and he rose to his feet formally.

"Why weren't you Composed, sir?" Sanderson asked, puzzled. John tilted his head slightly; the knowledge wasn't common, but he'd thought most soldiers were aware of the Librarian's changes.

"I am immune to the Composer due to certain genetic changes made by the Librarian before I met the Didact, on Requiem. All Spartan IIs have this capability, we think, but until we find the Librarian again, we can't replicate the process. Geneticists aren't entirely sure what she tampered with; the Librarian was a special type of Forerunner devoted to preserving life under the Mantle of Responsibility." John nodded to the feed, which he had back-tracked to bring up an image of the Librarian. "She was responsible for resowing humanity back to Earth after the Forerunners – and the Flood – nearly wiped our species out. The Didact was against this and wanted to Compose all of humanity, all of life if he could, to deny the Flood their food. As far as we know, his kind imprisoned him on Requiem – until I let him back out." John frowned slightly, remembering how he'd been tricked into it. "Does that answer your question, Sanderson?"

Sanderson nodded and sat back down.

"We've never discussed the Forerunners before, and while I am not an expert on them, I can make some inferences based on what I saw on Requiem. First of all, the Mantle of Responsibility – or just the Mantle – was a type of religion, more of a philosophy really. It held that the Forerunners were responsible for guiding all life in the galaxy, keeping the peace and so forth. They were much more advanced than our ancestors, and even farther advanced than we are now." He grinned slightly, pulling up the image of the Didact again.

"Their armor is much lighter than even the best MJOLNIR we have, and probably stronger but I never managed to actually hit the Didact because of his telekinetic abilities. It seems to hover over their body, too." He called up a closer picture, ignoring the shifting of confusion because the image was from when John had landed on his back and the Didact had pinned him with a single foot, so the angle was a little awkward.

"And they monologue," John continued, grinning slightly as the students chuckled. He played the Didact's first speech after being released. "And the Didact, at least, was very full of himself and proud of his species."

"Now that you know the basic background, we're going to play a simulation." John called up the simulator's program; the room shifted uneasily. "If the Didact ever returns to Earth with the Composer, what will you do, as UNSC officers?"

John stepped off to the side, out of the way, as his students consulted their tablets. Each had been given a role – civilian for a few, military for the rest – and had corresponding resources at their disposal.

"Your population is being Composed," John told the room when five minutes have passed. "I suggest you get a move on attacking his ship."

"Sir, there's no Spartan IIs," Sanderson said, standing. Despite his newness, he had clearly taken control of the military leaders; they all nodded in agreement.

"You have a hundred Spartan IVs," John replied.

"But we need IIs."

John tilted his head slightly. "There are four IIs in existence, and we're getting old and creaky." Several soldiers snorted; John smirked to himself. "I'm assuming the Didact, if he survived, will take the time to gather a new Promethean army, since we trashed the last one, which means my siblings and I quite possibly will be dead by the time this becomes a reality. Or you could imagine we're off on another mission," he added when several soldiers winced at the thought of the death of the IIs. "Point being, we aren't immortal and we won't be around all the time. It's time you started using the IVs exclusively, because they're all you're going to have."

"You're _maybe_ forty," one of the men muttered rebelliously.

"Closer to sixty," John replied stoically.

Most of the soldiers in the room gaped. "Jesus H. Christ," one grunted. "Hope I look _half_ that good at sixty!"

"Now, while you've been whining about not having greying Spartan IIs around, several of your cities have been composed." John called up the global map and six cities – all in Africa, near New Phoenix – turned an angry red in reproach. "I suggest you get a move on, because every person Composed could be another Promethean you have to fight."

"Fuck me, we need a hero," one of the women muttered, thumping her head on her desk. "I'm just a CEO of Lance Industries. I've got money, but we've got no time to build shit. Here, have my money." She shoved her tablet towards Sanderson, who nodded in thanks. "I'm gonna go hide in my underground bunker." She crawled under the table and sat there pouting.

"Well, we can always throw credits at them," one of the men joked.

"Yeah, that helps. Who has control of the Spartan IVs?" Sanderson asked.

"I do. And enough Longswords and Pelicans to transport them ground-side."

"Screw ground-side, I want them on that ship. How fast can they get there?"

"Well, assuming the Didact's ship has no air-to-air defense, fifteen minutes at the outside."

"Load 'em up and send 'em in," Sanderson ordered, turning to another military leader. "You have the majority of the Longswords, right?" The man nodded. "Get them loaded with Marines and hit those periphery ships."

"Aye, sir." The two men turned to their tasks. John watched Sanderson closely as he deployed his soldiers to the ships and set a civilian armed with Pelicans – little use in ship-to-ship battles – to evacuating cities near the dead zone.

John paused the simulation once all forces were deployed and called up his first trick. "Oh, look," he drawled, grinning as the soldiers who had taken his class before, and knew what was coming, groaned. "Engine failure on marked ships. Too bad we didn't keep up with maintenance and repairs after so many years of peace." Five ships turned red.

"Fuck." The sentiment was shared among the students verbally.

"Continue."

With those five ships out of commission, Sanderson started losing. Fully half of the IVs who stormed the main ship were dead, according to the chaotic reports generated by the simulator, with no sign of the Didact yet. The fleet of ships with the Didact had been stormed by regular Marines with high casualty rates, and no one had yet managed to capture a ship. Those same ships were also tearing into the human fleet with laser weapons. The city evacuations were the only thing going well.

"Frack me," Sanderson grunted as another report of a downed squad on an enemy ship lit up the simulator's large display.

A new message popped up on the screen: _Didact found, unable to approach_. With it was a five-second clip, supposedly from the helmet of one of the Spartan IVs but in reality pieced from John's own taping of the Didact's ship. It showed the IV walking carefully towards a light bridge, a figure standing at the opposite end. Even knowing that the Didact was dead, John still felt a rush of adrenaline, staring at the back of the Forerunner. The IV muttered his position and the figure turned around; the feed changed angle as the Spartan IV was lifted and then tossed to the side. He fell into the Composer beam and the feed died.

The soldiers in the room stared in shocked silence and then Sanderson snapped, "Get the IVs together. He can only take out one soldier at a time. Send them to that location in a single group." The Spartan IV commander turned to his task and Sanderson turned to his civilian representatives, including the Colonel under the table. "Get your yachts out; we need shields."

"My yacht," the Colonel muttered unhappily, putting in the orders. The yachts lined up to take the next laser barrage; they had already sacrificed the repair platforms.

John paused the simulation again and the soldiers held their breath. John smirked and called in his ace; a new ship appeared on the feed, this one Sangheili. It was joined by several other purple Sangheili ships. The Arbiter's voice spoke through a message: "We have heard your distress call and are here to help."

"You may issue orders, but the Arbiter is also capable of attacking himself," John told Sanderson. The man nodded and tapped in his reply on the interface; the Arbiter's ships broke off into a Covenant attack pattern and fired their plasma weapons upon the periphery Forerunner ships that no longer had any human Marines still alive on them.

The simulation continued at a rapid pace. With the timely arrival of the Arbiter, Sanderson managed to rally his forces and destroy most of the Didact's fleet. The Spartan IVs were storming the control center of the Didact's ship and, as Sanderson had predicted, overwhelming the Forerunner by sheer numbers. They finally managed to bring him down by throwing him in the Composer beam, just as John had done, though all but fifteen died.

With the death of the Didact, the Forerunner flag ship's Composer switched off and the Spartan IVs called for heavy explosives. They rigged the ship and got out; it blew up in a pretty display of holographic fireworks. The rest of the ships fled into Slipspace, chased by the faster Sangheili ships, or disappeared in plumes of vaporized steel.

"Casualty report," Sanderson ordered the computer. It spat out the numbers; everyone winced. Humanity had lost the population of a total of ten cities, numbering close to one hundred million humans. Military deaths accounted for another seven thousand, including eighty-five Spartan IVs. They had lost three-quarters of the fleet, including the five ships with engine trouble which had acted as shields for fully-functioning ships, and the rest were at least damaged.

"If the Arbiter hadn't shown up, we'd've been toast," Sanderson muttered unhappily, turning to John. "Sir, why was our fleet so small? The current fleet is more than twice this size."

"In times of peace," John replied, "the UNSC will drop ships and stop buying new ones. They'll be deployed thinly – half of your fleet was out patrolling other planets." Sanderson nodded in understanding.

"Are there any questions?" John asked as the men and women retook their seats.

He answered questions about tactics that worked against the Forerunners – his experience was mainly limited to head-to-head battles, but he offered some suggestions about deployment as well – and other topics. The clock on the wall showed that it was nearly lunch time.

John turned off the simulator and turned to address his students. "We'll convene again in two months," he told them. "I will not be here until then, but I have left simulation games – including this one - programmed into the lab should you feel the need to practice."

"Where're you going, sir?" one of the older students asked, curiously.

"My siblings and I are going to Kalgarro," John replied. The students stirred; John grinned slightly at the puzzlement on their faces.

"If we can ask, sir, is there a problem there?"

John shook his head with a soft chuckle. "Fortunately, not one that we know of."

"Then… Why?"

"It's called a vacation, I believe," John replied, smirking slightly.

"But- oof!" The man grunted as his neighbor elbowed him hard.

"Spartans don't have vacations," another soldier blurted, apparently not taking the hint – and he had no neighbor to elbow him into silence. Several of the men and women who knew John and his siblings winced slightly as John eyed the loudmouth Marine.

"We never did," he agreed. "And this isn't _just_ a vacation as we'll be escorting several high-value people on our way. Now, would you also like to assert we don't breathe or eat, or would you like to be dismissed?"

The Marine shrank into his seat. "Dismissed, sir," he squeaked.

John nodded and dismissed the soldiers; they trotted out of the room in several groups. Sanderson, however, approached him and waited patiently for his talking fellows to leave them in peace and quiet before speaking.

"Master Chief Kadidy Sanderson," he said by way of introduction, offering his hand instead of a salute. "I've just been transferred here, specifically for your classes – my CO thinks I need some leadership training."

John nodded in understanding, shaking the man's hand. "You did very well for your first day," he told Sanderson. "Though I can't promise that I'll teach you much about traditional leadership."

Sanderson smirked. "Traditional leadership didn't help on Requiem, sir," he said, a twinkle in his eye telling John that, somehow, this Master Chief knew something about John's bout of insubordination back on Requiem.

John hummed in agreement. "What is your specialty?" he asked.

"My superiors want me to lead squads – but I want to be a Spartan IV."

John nodded. "The two aren't exclusive," he said.

"Aye, but I haven't yet been chosen. A little too small." The man was shorter than pre-augmentation IVs generally had to be; John estimated he stood at maybe 6'1". "So if I do well here, I'm hoping they'll overlook that on the next round of recruits. I'm good at hand-to-hand, too, and I have a knack for storming ships, so I'm told."

John watched the man for a moment and then nodded. "Do you have some time free?" he asked.

"When?"

"Right now."

"Sure. I was going to eat, but I had a big breakfast."

John nodded and turned, heading for the fields. Sanderson trotted to catch up. "If I may, sir, where are we going?" They broke out into the bright sunlight; John shielded his more sensitive eyes and spotted Fred walking towards the mess hall. He whistled Fred's call-tune and the Spartan turned, noting John and jogging over.

"John," he said in greeting, cheerful. He glanced at Sanderson curiously but clapped his brother – gently, though Sanderson winced at the power behind the larger man's blow that didn't rattle John – on the shoulder.

"Fred, this is Master Chief Sanderson," John said, nodded to the man. "Sanderson, LT Fred." The man struck a salute, which Fred waved away quickly. "He's the hand-to-hand expert of the Spartans." Sanderson tried to fight down the hope in his expression, but both Spartans noted it and grinned. "Fred, Sanderson's a little too short for the IV program." Fred nodded. "But he claims he's good at hand-to-hand, and he's proven himself in the classroom. Would you test him?"

"Sure thing. Come on."

Sanderson swallowed. "Now?" he asked.

"No better time than the present," Fred answered cheerfully, clapping the smaller shoulder – much more gently – on the shouler. Sanderson flinched automatically and then, when his shoulder didn't break under the Spartan's hand, relaxed a bit. "We can judge our strength better than that," Fred assured the Master Chief. "I'm rough on John because he can handle it. You won't walk away from practice sparring with more than bruises – and there is no way you can hurt us beyond a small bruise, if we let you."

John snorted. "If you ever see us spar, you'll understand," he told Sanderson, who was obviously confused.

"Did someone say spar?" Kelly asked, appearing at John's side. "I could use a spar. Who's this?"

Sanderson was starting to look overwhelmed, standing in a group with three of the four legendary Spartan IIs. Kelly offered her hand when he stammered his introduction; he shook it carefully. "Kelly-087, Rabbit," she said by way of introduction.

"We should get going," Fred said, turning only to find himself face-to-face with Linda. As the shortest Spartan joined the group, Sanderson gave up trying to hide his hero-worship.

"Where are you going?" Linda asked quietly, stepping around her brother to peer at Sanderson.

"Hand-to-hand with MC Sanderson," Fred answered, ruffling her hair. "Catch up with you later?"

"You'd better." Kelly socked her brother hard; Fred rocked away from the impact and smirked at the devastated look on Sanderson's face. "Relax," Kelly advised, noting the same concern on the Chief. "We gave up being legendary a while ago. Now scoot and then join us for lunch," she ordered Fred, slinging an arm around John's shoulders despite their size difference. "I've got some news."

"That explains the good mood," John muttered, ducking out from under his sister's arm. She growled playfully and chased him towards the mess tent; Linda and Fred rolled their eyes and then parted as well, Linda following her siblings at a slower pace.

Fred turned back to Sanderson, who was apparently trying to turn into a fish as he opened and closed his mouth. "You're not at all what I was expecting," he said as Fred raised an eyebrow.

"We're getting in touch with our more – hmm – human side," Fred explained, leading the way to the sparring ring. "I assume you know our history." Sanderson nodded. "So think of it as a second childhood."

"Yeah," Sanderson chuckled faintly. "Except you could snap regular people in two without even trying."

"Yes," Fred agreed, stepping into the ring painted on the ground. "But we won't. And, as promised, I won't injure you permanently. You'll leave here with bruises, and if you're good, so will I. Your objective is to stay inside this ring and push me out of it; I'll be doing the same to you. We'll play fair for now – no biting, punches and kicks only."

"What's unfair?" Sanderson asked as he stepped into the ring.

Fred smirked, settling into a defensive crouch. "Winning," he replied. "Ready?" He didn't give Sanderson a chance to reply but struck forward, pulling his blow. Sanderson back-pedaled frantically; Fred pulled up when he crossed the line. "You're supposed to stay inside the circle," he admonished.

"Right." Sanderson stepped back in and was more prepared when Fred came for him again. They sparred thrice, each time Fred won quickly, but Sanderson thought the Spartan was pleased.

"You're good," Fred told him as the pair walked back towards the mess hall. Sanderson was breathing hard and sweating; the Spartan didn't seem to even be taxed. Sanderson glanced at the man, hopeful; Fred grinned. "Yes, good enough that I'd like to work with you alone – and good enough that, if you do well in John's class, too, we'll put in a good word with the recruiters." A good word was as good as a guarantee; Sanderson grinned.

"Thank you, sir," he said breathlessly.

Fred nodded. "Now go eat. Keep up your training while we're gone. There's a few other hand-to-hand students of mine here who can show you the rudimentary things I've been teaching them and explain our games to you."

Sanderson saluted and trotted away, heading for the showers. Fred stepped into the mess hall, gathered his food, and found his siblings seated at their usual table. They ate alone not by necessity – they would be swarmed by soldiers wanting to hear tales from the men and women who had fought the battles if they allowed it – but by choice. They rarely ate in the common mess, too, which helped with issues of familiarity.

"How'd he perform?" John asked as Fred sat.

"I just sat down!" Fred protested. "He did well. I like him. He's got that attitude, though he can't show it around us 'cause he's stuck in hero-worship mode."

"A few weeks of knowing us should cure him of that," Kelly replied, grinning.

"What's your good news?" Fred asked his sister, biting into a piece of bread slathered in strawberry jam and peanut butter.

Kelly grinned. "Now that you're here, I can tell you all," she said. She paused to let the excitement build – though her siblings were eating with apparent non-concern. "The Rabbits are an official UNSC group now." She grinned widely as her siblings congratulated their success. "Kinda like the ODSTs," she explained. "The fastest of the Spartan IVs will make up their Rabbit squad. There will be three regular Rabbit squads for now, too – all my students. They have be naturally fast, and we work on improving their speed. There's even talk of minor enhancements to neural response time."

"That's excellent news," John mused, grinning at the happiness on Kelly's face.

They ate quickly and then headed back out of the mess hall. Several soldiers called greetings as the foursome headed for the vehicle bay. The officer there gave them the keys to one of the civilian vans, the only car the Spartans could drive comfortably, and the siblings quickly climbed into the car and Kelly drove them to the local shopping mall.

"I'm for cameras," Fred chuckled as they parked. "Linda, come with?"

"Sure," Linda agreed, extracting herself carefully from the back seat.

"We'll get the laptop, then," Kelly added, locking the van's doors and putting the keys in her pocket. "Meet in fifteen for the present shopping?"

"Sounds good." Fred and Linda headed for the mall; Kelly and John headed for a different part of the complex.

John examined the laptop – complete with both screen and holographic projector and a gesture-reader – while Kelly prowled the video game aisles curiously.

"John, look at this," she said, trotting over with a game in one hand. She held it up; it was clearly a violent game involving Spartan IIs and the Old Covenant. "I thought the UNSC trademarked the armor so this couldn't happen."

"Kelly," John sighed, "minor tweaking and those video games are perfectly legal, unfortunately."

"Not only do they glorify war and death, but they make it seem like the Covenant is still our enemy."

"You know that, and I know that. But those who play this game want the action and adventure – and sometimes, making a game out of something helps people cope with it. Now go put that back."

"I kind of want to play it," Kelly admitted, reading the back panel of the game. John eyed her. "Just to see what the makers have to say about the war."

"Well, then, by all means, get it – we'll have two weeks on the way out, maybe you can find the time to play through the game."

"We'll need the console and interface, too."

John nodded. "Then grab a cart and load up, Kelly." She grinned and trotted away; John turned back to the laptops and found one he liked. It was a deep brown color on the physical parts, shiny metal – likely aluminum – otherwise, and had everything they were looking for. He found where the non-display pieces were kept and picked one out.

John set his purchase gently in the cart Kelly came back with; she chose a matching console in deep green and four controllers, all in different colors. "Mine is blue," she told John, holding up the controller in question. "I got you brown, Linda red, and Fred orange."

"I'm fairly sure we can share, Kelly."

"Yes, but if we all want to play – it's got multiplayer – we'll need four controllers."

John held up his hands in surrender and they headed for the check-out. Thankfully, the mall was fairly quiet, though they were given a wide berth of space in the queue and were watched not-so-surreptitiously.

"Mommy, who're they?" a child behind the Spartans whispered to his mother.

"I don't know, dear, but it's impolite to stare. Do you want a candy bar for the drive home?"

"John," Kelly muttered under her breath, "you're glaring again." John consciously softened his features; she nodded.

"Thanks," John replied. He had a tendency, when out of armor and in crowds, to freeze up into an intimidating expression, as did his siblings, and they all reminded each other when necessary to drop the expression.

The mother and her child moved away, apparently having forgotten something having to do with Mommy Time, according to the six-year-old who chattered constantly.

Kelly turned to face John and asked, "What do you think Jonathan would like for the holidays?"

"Probably a miniature copy of our armor," he admitted, grinning.

"Wendy would flay you. You know she doesn't like his fascination with the military."

"I know. What about some books or toys about those ancient rodents he's so interested in?"

"That sounds like a good idea."

The young woman scanning their items listened to their conversation surreptitiously and tried not to interrupt when she asked, "Cash or credit, sir?"

"Credit," John answered, handing the woman his card.

"Thank you, sir. Just sign on the pad when it tells you." John nodded and picked up the small stylus. He signed quickly and the woman handed his card back.

The pair dropped their purchases off in the van and waited for Linda and Fred. Those two weren't two minutes behind the first pair; they put the camera in the car and went back into the mall. They ignored the stares and whispers – and sometimes not whispers – as they headed for the local toy shop.

"Alright, we were thinking toys and books about ancient rodents for Jonathan," Kelly told their siblings as they walked into the toy shop.

"Lucy hinted that she'd love some model airplanes for her room – and I think she's old enough for a pocket knife if her parents agree," Linda added.

Fred chimed in. "Kade would love a new backpack, I know, and I was thinking of adding a few more books to his collection, but I don't know what he doesn't have."

"You should check with Wendy before getting a pocket knife for Lucy," John told Linda. "And what about a gift card for Kade?"

"That's what we were thinking," Fred agreed. "I was thinking online retailer, but Linda was arguing for a physical store so we could take him if he wanted."

"I like Linda's idea better," Kelly said, plucking a stuffed toy from a shelf and examining it with a small grin.

"So do I," John chuckled. "That's a good one," he added to Kelly, picking up its twin.

"I'm overruled," Fred laughed. "Alright, then, physical store it is. What about this?"

The foursome enjoyed spending almost half an hour comparing stuffed toys – Linda liked the dogs and made them "bite" Fred's snakes, while Kelly and John kept to the smaller animals and looked for rodents that would match Jonathan's favorite critters.

Kelly also found a white stuffed tiger, which she engraved a name tag for that said "Shelby" and put in the basket Linda was carrying. The four decided on two other stuffed animals – a mid-sized wombat complete with cubical "poop" and an up-scaled white-and-black rat. The pair came with nametags, but the Spartans agreed to leave them blank so Jonathan could name his new stuffed pets.

They next found a few colorful – and informational – books for Jonathan. Kelly read through each one while Linda and Fred perused the aisle for books that Lucy might enjoy. They stacked those in Fred's basket and then Linda found a pocket knife for Lucy. If Wendy didn't want her to have it, they could keep it for when she was older.

Finding model airplanes was easier; they stacked up four of them, of various difficulty levels that Lucy would still be able to enjoy. They found Kade a sturdy backpack and one of the toy shop employees told them they could get his name imprinted in thread, which took an hour.

Linda spent the time building with the connectable blocks that were set out to play with while Fred teasingly stole her blocks and hid them. Kelly and John, meanwhile, chuckled as they watched – and kept score.


	11. Teenagers at the Mall

_Please do review! I love reading your thoughts. And without further ado, here's the next installment. _

**Chapter 11: Teenagers at the Mall**

Fred ended up winning when the hour was up and they took the backpack with the rest of their purchases to the front, where they got into line behind a pair of teenagers. They were a pair of adolescent males, one with bright red hair and the other, in the lead, with black hair streaked with red highlights. They were dressed shabbily with their pants riding low enough that the Spartans – and everyone else - could see their checkered boxers quite clearly. They wore their hats indoors, too, and something about the way they eyeballed several of the young women walking into the store or by the glass front told John that they could cause trouble.

The two teenagers set down their own purchases on the belt – a replica UNSC battle rifle, heavily modified, several boxes of paintballs, and body armor for each of them. The young lady – likely no more than twenty– noted their intended purchase and asked with a bright smile, "Looks like you're planning on some fun. I'll need to see some ID to purchase the paintball gear, though."

"We're over eighteen," the lead boy scoffed. "You don't need my ID."

"I'm sorry, sir, but I do," the young woman insisted, still smiling.

"I don't have it with me. You'll just have to take my word." The first boy spoke with a lazy drawl while the second couldn't seem to stop twitching.

"Well, perhaps you can go get it. I can hold-"

"No, bitch!" the second interrupted at the top of his lungs. The woman started backwards as the angry red-head raised a fist threateningly. "Just sell us the fucking stuff!"

John, being closest, grabbed the boy's fist and forced his arm down before the teenager could do anything. With the cramped aisle between the conveyor belt and stands of candy and small toys hemming them in, John's siblings couldn't get involved, but Fred, at the back, quickly headed around the next aisle and blocked the first boy from bolting.

"Hey, fuck off!" the red-head yelled, trying to struggle free. Without releasing the teenager, John put his basket down and secured the kid's other hand, bringing both behind the boy's back and pulling down until the teenager had to surrender or risk dislocating his shoulders.

John and Fred moved the two teenagers out of the cramped aisle despite their shrieked protests. People were staring at the commotion as the Spartan males waited calmly for their captives to quiet down.

An overweight security guard scootered into the store on a personal mobility device; he turned an angry red when he saw the two teenagers and stomped over, hitching up his belt. "Well, well, well, that's three times today I've been called over for a disturbance by you two!" he told the boys.

John and Fred released their prisoners but stood between them and the exit. The black-haired teenager glared defiantly at the guard when he was released; the red-haired one, however, reached for his back. Both John and Fred felt that niggling instinct that told them to act, so act they did – John went for the red-head while Fred took the black-haired kid out.

One knee on the red-head's back, John quickly pulled the kid's target from the back of his pants – a standard-issue police pistol. At the sight of it, the guard turned white, as did the cashier and an older woman with "Owner" written on her shirt who had come running up at the commotion. John calmly removed the magazine, ejected the casing – the idiot had had it loaded in his pants – and handed the gun to Kelly. She stripped it ruthlessly within five seconds, damaging key components beyond repair.

"Crappy build, but it's got police-grade ammo," Linda muttered, picking up the magazine and examining it. "Makes me wonder where a piece of shit like him got it."

The red head struggled to breathe and John eased up just enough for him to fill his lungs before pressing back down. "Do tell," he growled at the boy.

"Jesus fuckin' Christ, what _are_ you?! I have rights! Get off me!"

"We're Spartans, kid," Fred told him angrily, heaving the black-haired teenager to his feet and thoroughly patting him down. "Now answer the LT's question."

"Number's been sanded off," Kelly commented. "But there are initials – J. P. I think I'll find the local police force and see who's gun's gone missing recently. Guard, I suppose you have protocols for this?"

"I'm J.P., you stupid bitch!" the red-head screamed angrily before the stammering guard could speak. "Gimme back my gun, dyke!"

John pressed down again and the teenager wheezed. The black-haired kid glared sullenly at them all, crossing his arms. Fred relieved the guard of his handcuffs and snapped them around the kid's wrists quickly, tossing a pair of zip-ties to John as well. John quickly bound his captive's hands behind the boy's back and hauled him to his feet, not particularly gentle about it.

"You'll pay for this, you fuckers!" the red-head yelled, struggling against the zip-ties. "That's my gun, give it back! I'll sue you all!"

"Look, _kid_. You're going to jail, you're not getting this back – and it wouldn't work anyway, I've seen to that – and you _can't_ sue us for defense. Shut up before John puts you out," Kelly hissed.

"Fuckin' cow! Rabid bitch!" The boy was practically foaming at the mouth; the four Spartans – and several others in the store and within hearing range - stared at him.

Linda shook her head and grabbed Kelly's shoulder as the other woman made for the loudmouth boy. "It's not worth it," she muttered lowly.

"Yeah, Tiny Tits, tell your fuckin' fag to back off!"

Both Kelly and Linda growled angrily and John, for the boy's own safety, slapped a hand over the teenager's mouth. After a few muffled screams of anger, the boy tried biting him; John grimaced in disgust and turned to the bodyguard.

"You've called the police, I assume?" he asked quietly.

"Uh… No… Didn't… Have time… Do that now… Yeah." The man walked slowly back towards his cart, looking back at the four Spartans fearfully, and radioed into his commander. Within moments – with the red-head still doing his best to chew through John's hand with no luck – five more white-uniformed guards showed up.

"We'll take it from here, folks," the leader said, glaring at the Spartans, the first security guard, and finally at the boys. John released the red-head and Kelly silently handed him a towel from the cashier's station to wipe his hand off with. The boy had left teeth marks after all.

"You fuckers are insane!" the teenager screamed angrily as another security guard grabbed the boy's shoulder and led towards the exit. The black-haired teen was similarly led but he was silently sullen. The first security guard gathered up the piece of the dismantled gun, Linda handed him the magazine, and then he scuttled after his friends.

"Now, look, you four," the head security guard snarled at John and his siblings, "I don't need any more disturbances today!"

John raised an eyebrow in disbelief. "Sir, did you miss the pistol? The red-head was armed and threatened the cashier."

"Bullshit. I know you Spartans – you're programmed to make messes wherever you go. Get the hell out of my mall!"

"It's true!" the cashier piped up as the four Spartans traded glances. They turned to her; she was white and shaking, but absolutely adamant. The owner, standing behind her, looked worried and confused. "They – the boys, that is – were trying to buy paintball gear, Mrs. Vickers." The cashier turned to the owner to explain. "I asked for ID and the red-haired one just went ballistic. He was going to hit me, I know it! But they," she nodded to John and his siblings, "intervened and saved me. And then the red-head went for a gun-"

"Or one of you planted it on him," the guard, Mr. Vickers, growled. "You're going to need to come with me."

"Sir, no, we don't. We aren't pressing charges. But if you would like to, ladies," John said, turning to the cashier and owner both, "we will be more than happy to provide witness accounts. As you may know," he turned back to the guard, "Spartan memory recall is nearly perfect even in battle and admissible in a legal court as full physical evidence – as are the bite marks on my hand. Further, we were acting in defense of others, which is not only our duty as soldiers and Spartans but also a standing order. So if you would like to take issue with our actions today, I suggest you call NavSpecWep and ask for Rear Admiral Jacobsen. I'm sure he'd tell you _exactly_ what you can expect if you try to charge us with – well, anything."

The guard turned increasingly red in anger as John spoke. "You're coming with me if I have to handcuff you!" he said furiously.

"Sir, threatening a Spartan is not a wise way to end your career," John said lowly, frowning. "Not to mention, you don't have handcuffs we can't break."

"You-"

"What in the hell is going on here?!" The voice was authoritative, angry, and female; John glanced over to see a middle-aged woman dressed in the deep blues of police uniform advancing on the group. "I just got some dumbass calling in a robbery by a group of _Spartans_?"

Kelly, Linda, Fred, and John simultaneously palmed their faces, which would have been comical if not for the situation. The owner, despite herself, giggled and quickly covered her mouth.

"Robbing us?!" the cashier shrieked, shaking her head at the idiocy in front of her. "Ma'am, they were _saving_ us from being robbed!" She quickly explained what had happened. The woman in blue grunted.

"Well, that makes a hell of a lot more sense than some crackpot tell me _Spartans_ were robbin' the joint. What're you still doing here?" she snapped at the security guard. "Get back on your duties; I've got this."

"Ma'am-"

"It's Sergeant McKenzie, guard, and I said _I've got this_." She glared until the man huffed angrily and left, muttering to himself all the while and glaring over his shoulder. McKenzie turned to the four Spartans, who eyed her warily. They had had more than enough of pushy authority figures today.

"Sorry about that," she said, smiling and offering her hand. "One of you's Kelly - I'm guessing not you." She grinned at John, who shook her hand carefully. "My hubby's on your base," she said by way of explanation. Kelly nodded and shook the woman's hand next.

"McKenzie – good guy. He's mentioned you a couple times."

"Now I know why it was in a whisper," Fred chuckled, shaking the woman's hand as well.

"Wish we'd met under better circumstances," Linda added quietly as she shook McKenzie's hand.

The woman grinned saucily. "Aye, I'm not scared o' throwin' my weight 'round, that's how I got here in the first place. Now, I see yer shoppin', so let's make this quick so's I can get back to my donuts." She slapped her ample – yet not overweight – belly. "I'll need names, contact info, and your statements, one at a time."

The woman's friendly but business-like briskness relaxed the four Spartans; Kelly went back to the cashier and calmed the young woman down with the help of the owner as John, Fred, and Linda gave their – very short – statements. McKenzie took pictures of the bite marks on John's hand, just in case the boys did try to spin the story their way. With Kelly's support, the cashier also gave the story from her point of view, and then Kelly gave her own statement – mostly involving the gun's make, model, and sanded-off ID number – and the Sergeant tipped her hat to all of them, promising to return for the security footage.

"That was really brave," the cashier – her name was Julie, she'd told Kelly – gushed when the four finally got back to their dropped baskets and loaded them onto the conveyor.

Fred chuckled, shaking his head. "Nah," he disagreed. "What any good citizen would do."

"No," Julie argued. "Most would have just pretended it wasn't happening. 'Specially after that red-head started getting so angry. Bet he was on drugs."

All four Spartans frowned. It went against their very nature to allow that to happen anywhere near them; how could someone ignore it, even – by ignoring it – encourage such behavior? "Are you going to be okay?" Kelly asked the cashier.

"Oh, yeah," she said, nodding bravely. "Not the first time I've been harassed, but it did have the happiest ending." She smiled shyly at Fred, who grinned easily back – though Linda's eyes narrowed and Kelly nudged her sister warningly.

"Do you have a notepad?" John asked. The cashier nodded and handed him a small pad of paper and a pen; John quickly jotted down the base number and then his cell number. It was Linda's turn to nudge Kelly. "If you need our statements again, give us a call." He handed the notepad back to the cashier, who took it reverently.

"Thank you," she said again, folding the note carefully into her pocket and shooting Fred another shy smile. The Spartan missed it, however, as he was bagging their purchases. John quickly swiped his card through the machine – the cashier gave them a hefty discount and wished she could do more, though they assured her that it wasn't necessary – and they headed out.

"Okay, I'm done," Kelly growled when they were safely out of earshot of anyone in the parking lot. "Let's go home. Screw malls. I'm never coming back." Linda nodded in agreement. The two males could tell that the red-head had hurt both of their sisters with the cursing, especially the comment about Linda's chest. She was, despite their lack of attachment to physical beauty, somewhat unhappy that _that_ had been the thing the boy had picked on.

Kelly and John climbed into the front seats with John driving – he didn't want Kelly's anger translating into her driving – after they loaded up the back. Fred and Linda crawled into the back bench seats and buckled in; then Fred slung an arm around Linda's shoulders and murmured quietly into her ear, comforting her.

"How's your hand?" Kelly asked John when they'd gotten out of the parking lot. He held it up; just a few angry red marks left.

"Not bad," he replied, shrugging. Kelly grunted and crossed her arms, glaring daggers through the windshield. "How're you holding up?"

"Fine."

"You don't sound like it."

"We'll talk about it later. I just want to get home – and beat on something."

John nodded in understanding. The rest of the drive was quiet as they headed for the base; once there, Kelly sent Linda and Fred inside – supposedly to make lunch but in reality so they could have a few minutes alone – while she and John unpacked the car, stacking their purchases on the porch.

Then they took the van back to the garage, checked it back in, and walked slowly back towards the house in companionable but brooding silence. By the time they got to the house, Linda and Fred had taken the bags inside and started on a late dinner.

Kelly and John unpacked the items and separated them into piles – Jonathan's, Lucy's, Kade's, and the Spartans' stuff – and then also unpacked the wrapping paper, scissors, tape, and To/From stickers Fred and Linda had also picked up with the camera.

The four ate dinner; Linda was back in a good mood and together, the three managed to bring Kelly out of her funk at least enough so that when they gathered in the living room to wrap the presents, she stole the remote from John and put on a comedic television show instead of the news.

Linda had chosen four different types of wrapping paper; she and Kelly cut pieces to fit the presents while John wrapped them carefully and Fred addressed each one to its intended recipient. Working together, it hardly took an hour to get everything bundled up nicely; then they packed the gifts into a large rolling suitcase, putting the more fragile model plane kits on the inside and the stuffed animals along the outside to pad the interior.

"For our second rodeo, not bad," Kelly remarked as she zipped up the bag.

"Definitely better than last time," Fred chuckled.

Kelly coughed in agreement and embarrassment. "Let's just pretend that never happened," she suggested.

"Wish I could," Linda grumbled, fingering her hair.

"Let's head to bed. We've got an early morning – and a big day – tomorrow," John suggested, standing. His siblings nodded. Before they disappeared into their rooms, however, they did bring their duffels down into the living room, observing the pile of luggage for a moment.

"Either we pack light or we're forgetting things," Fred said, looking at the suitcase filled with presents for the children – and a few for Terry and Wendy – dwarfing the Spartan's four duffels.

"Well, we don't carry around hair dryers, makeup bags, thirty pairs of shoes, or different sets of clothing for every hour of the day," Linda pointed out, grinning.

John nodded in agreement. "We should probably bring something to keep ourselves occupied on the ride," he suggested. "Terry's yacht doesn't have cryosleep – not that he'd let us get frozen – and the kids will be continuing their studies en route, so we'll have to find some way to entertain ourselves. And not with constant sparring," he added when Kelly scoffed.

"Alright," Fred agreed. "I'll bring my tablet." He trotted back upstairs.

"Grab ours, too!" Linda yelled after him. "And bring that crossword puzzle I'm working on."

"Yes, ma'am," Fred chuckled from upstairs.

"Crossword puzzle?" Kelly asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It's a fun mind game. You have to attach words to clues and then write them in."

"I know what it is. I didn't think you liked them. I always pictured you as more of a, hm, Sudoku person."

"Those are fun, too, but I like learning new words. Speaking of which…" She turned back upstairs. "And don't forget my dictionary!" she called to Fred.

"I got it," Fred called back. He came down with the Spartans' four tablets and Linda's physical books – she preferred feeling paper when she worked on something like a crossword, apparently – in his arms. They packed the tablets in with the presents, to cushion them.

"And the last surprise of the night," Kelly announced, pulling out the gaming system she'd hid while they were wrapping presents, "is this." She tossed the game to Linda, who read the description with a raised eyebrow.

"Seriously? Video games? What are you, twelve?" Linda chuckled.

"I think it'll be fun," Kelly replied, packing the game system in her duffle. She commandeered part of John's duffle for the controllers. "Besides, you don't have to play if you don't want to."

"No, I think I will. If they have a decent sniper rifle, at least."

"First person shooter?" Fred asked, reading the game's description over Linda's shoulder. "I'm fairly sure we've starred in most of the places this game goes through."

"Yep," Kelly replied. "I want to see how they portray things like the Halo world – that's the first map you get, apparently. There's Requiem, too."

John frowned slightly. He didn't particularly want to revisit that planet, game-world or not. Linda shot him an understanding glance and tossed Kelly the game. "Maybe we should check it out," she allowed, "but only if I get _really_ bored."

"You're going to get bored," Kelly promised. "Two weeks, no training or sparring outside of each other? I'm going to sick of listening to John snore inside of three days."

"I don't snore," John retorted.

"Alright, fine. You whistle."

"I do not."

"You do," Fred, Linda, and Kelly all replied simultaneously.

"You whistle and it's adorable," Kelly continued, smirking at John. The large man was feeling a little defensive. He grumbled.

"Time for bed," Linda suggested, already heading upstairs. Fred followed her quickly. Kelly double-checked her packing job and then followed John to their room.

"Excited?" Kelly asked as John closed the door and she turned on a small lamp by her cot so he could turn off the overhead room lights.

John hummed in agreement and stripped of his shirt and pants quickly. Kelly tossed her shirt and pants to him as well; he dropped all of their clothing into the dirty laundry hamper. They slipped into their cots and, as had become their usual sleeping arrangement, Kelly turned her back on John and he pulled her close so that her back was against his chest.

"Did you tell Terry we sleep like this?" Kelly suddenly asked as John adjusted his position so he wasn't breathing in her hair.

"What?" he asked, blinking his eyes open.

"In pairs," Kelly clarified. "He's not quite caught on – no one has. And everyone's used to us sleeping four to a room." She rolled over to face him.

"No," John admitted, smiling sheepishly. "I'll mention it when we get there in the morning. It's a yacht – there's room enough for each of us to have our own room if we really wanted to."

Kelly smirked. "Better you than me."

"What's that supposed to mean?" John asked suspiciously.

"Wendy keeps dropping hints at Linda and I that it's time to "get a move on with life" and that you and Fred are "such handsome fellows" and she's been wanting to be an aunt for years." There was long-standing suffering in Kelly's voice.

"Poor Kelly," John snickered.

"Yeah, well." Kelly smacked him gently. "So don't be surprised if Wendy makes Terry accost you – and Fred – when she finds out we've paired off."

"Why?"

"John, you're adorable. Go to sleep."

"Wait, Kelly-" Kelly rolled over and wiggled into a more comfortable position. John knew the conversation was over and sighed, wrapping an arm around Kelly's torso. He inhaled to tell her good night and had to spit out a mouthful of her blue hair with a grimace.

"Quit eating my hair."

"I'm not trying to." John moved until his chin was resting on the top of Kelly's head. "Better?" he asked.

"Much. Good night."

John returned the sentiment and the pair fell asleep quickly.

_~~HALO~~_

The alarm buzzed, waking Kelly and John instantly. Kelly shifted and John pulled her closer. "We have five minutes," he muttered, unwilling to get up just yet.

"Yeah, but I kind of want to shower," Kelly replied, trying to pull away. John simply tightened his grip around her midsection, pulling her more firmly into his chest. "John," she chuckled in protest, wiggling in her attempt to get away.

"Shhhh," John growled. "I'll use you as a pillow if you keep struggling."

Kelly sighed. There was no arguing with Morning John; he had made good on his threats in the past. So she simply used her dirtiest trick, wiggling just so against him. John growled again, his voice dropping a few notes and growing husky, but, unwilling to start _that_ again, he lifted his arm to release her.

"You fight dirty," John muttered, rolling – carefully – onto his stomach.

"I fight smart. Just 'cause you can't keep it in your pants…" Kelly grinned and dodged the pillow thrown her way.

"I do keep it in my pants," John retorted, giving up his battle for a few extra minutes of sleep with a heavy sigh.

"That's kind of the problem," Kelly replied, her voice light but hiding – poorly – a hint of exasperation and annoyance under it.

"Kelly…" John didn't want to go into this now. He knew Fred and Linda had started exploring deeper intimacy, but he just wasn't ready for that. _And you're scared to do it, admit it_, John thought to himself. His previous good mood was ruined; he got out of bed and ignored Kelly's knowing glance.

"You two up?" Fred asked, knocking on the door.

"We're up," Kelly called back. "Get the Pelican warmed up, would you?"

"Linda's already out there."

"My hero." Kelly chuckled, pulling on fresh underwear and then quickly dressing. "Breakfast?"

"Do we have to do everything for you?" Fred retorting, his footsteps walking away.

Kelly muttered something that John couldn't quite make out as he similarly dressed. He led the way downstairs and into the kitchen, where Fred was sitting at the table with a plate of eggs and bacon. Kelly scowled impressively at him.

"There's more on the stove," Fred told her, grinning. "_We_ got up before the alarm so we could get warm food."

"Prick." Kelly headed for the stove and served herself up a plate. John copied her and they sat with Fred at the table to eat. Linda appeared half-way through the meal, serving herself and sitting down with them.

"Pelican's warming up," she said. "It's cold out there."

"We can take the stuff in one trip," John replied, standing to wash his dirty plate and fork. "Who's got the house key?"

"I do," Fred replied, holding up a brightly-colored lanyard with the key on the end. "I'll lock up once we're out. Anyone forget anything?"

"John left his good mood in bed," Kelly joked, smirking at the Spartan.

John simply growled – playfully – at her and accepted Fred's dirty plate and spoon. The Spartan always ate eggs with a spoon, which perplexed his siblings to no end. Linda and Kelly finished quickly and John took their dishes as well. Once they were clean, he set them in the rack to dry and then dried his hands off before joining his siblings in the living room.

Kelly tossed him his shoes and he slipped them on quickly. "I'll get the duffels," Kelly offered, picking up her duffle and slinging it across her shoulder. Then she grabbed John's, being gentle with both of them, and Fred's. Linda took her own with a chuckle. John carried the large suitcase and Fred grabbed their jackets from pegs in the entryway. They gathered outside the front door, which Fred locked quickly.

"Back door's locked?" John asked.

"Locked it on my way out," Linda replied, grinning. Their breath steamed in the frozen morning air. "Let's get into the Pelican before my unmentionables freeze off."

"Wouldn't want that," Fred laughed, offering Linda her coat. She handed him her duffle bag and slipped into her coat with a grin. Fred carried her duffle and the four Spartans headed for the air field.

The Pelican was, indeed, warmed up by the time they got into the cargo bay. John quickly secured the suitcase while Kelly did the same with the four duffle bags. Linda climbed into the cockpit and Fred closed the hatch. They radioed in for clearance and were off.

"If you left something behind," Linda said over the radio cheerfully as the Pelican turned in an easy curve, "it's left behind."

Fred chuckled. "We're used to traveling with nothing," he reminded her.

"Well, yes." They had already sent the armor ahead; it had been packed into the yacht's cargo bay yesterday, along with their repair kits.

"I call shotgun when we get there," Kelly suddenly said over the radio.

"What is shotgun in a ship?" Fred asked, grinning at his sister.

"I dunno. But I call it."

"You're just a child."

"And proud of it."

John leaned against the bulkhead, turning over Kelly's words in his mind from the morning and listening sporadically to Fred and Kelly's playful bickering. He knew Kelly was being more than patient with him, considering how they'd been "together" for almost three months now and had yet to do anything different except the way they slept.

He'd seen Fred and Linda trade small, gentle kisses while in the privacy of their shared home; he knew they did more during the night. Fred wasn't the type to kiss and tell, but Linda was getting fed up with John's reluctance to move forward and, John knew, had sent Fred to talk to him about furthering his relationship with Kelly several times. Sometimes John managed to avoid the discussions. When he was cornered by his well-meaning brother, he agreed to try harder to change, but the truth was, he didn't want to change.

John knew that was Linda and Fred shared was special, just as what he shared with Kelly was special, albeit in a different way. Linda and Fred had a more "usual" relationship, intimate physically and emotionally. John just hoped they were being smart about it; he wasn't sure either one was ready to be a parent, if Spartans could procreate. Their augmentations had included libido suppression, but had more been done to them to ensure they were focused solely on being soldiers? Since Kelly and Linda both suffered through monthly menstruation cycles, he supposed they were probably fertile – but what about him and Fred? It was much easier to unload a gun than to put bullet-proof vests on, after all.

These weren't the kind of thoughts John liked having. He was a simple soldier, or so he liked to think. Kids, families, relationship issues – those were things that he didn't see himself having. He and Kelly had their differences, but they'd been best friends for their whole lives, and he knew Kelly inside and out, just as she knew him. If their relationship turned intimate, it would be secondary to their friendship.

Kelly watched John covertly. He was thinking hard; she could recognize the look on his face, the set of his shoulders. Fred had noted the slight tension between the pair, but was, true to form, ignoring it politely, and she was grateful to him for that. Linda's suggestions – and rants – were well-meant, but Kelly didn't want to push John. John never liked being pushed; he'd set his feet and they'd get nowhere. So gentle – and no-so-gentle – hints were all Kelly let herself make.

Sometimes, Kelly wanted to lock John in a room until he admitted that he was holding himself – and her – back, at least romantically. She didn't want to be swept off her feet outside of a sparring session. But sometimes, she had to admit to herself, she wished that John could take the lead in the relationship. He was the leader in everything else; they all looked to him for decisions that affected them all. But he shied away from making decisions for himself, at least when it came to arenas outside of tactics and soldiering.

Kelly frowned slightly, watching John out of the corner of her eye as she traded quips with Fred. Her mind wasn't really on what her brother was saying, though, and she was losing the verbal spar.

Fred glanced between John and Kelly as he waited for Kelly's retort to his latest playful insult. John was set in his thinking mode, eyes turned inwards. He wouldn't budge from it until he'd come to some sort of conclusion. Kelly, on the other hand, was nearly vibrating with stress and tension, and Fred knew something had happened either last night or this morning to make the paired Spartans snappish.

Fred fancied himself a simple man. Spartan, super-soldier, yes, but still fairly simple; feed him, give him someone to teach – or kill – and he was content. His relationship with Linda was a nice bonus, but both of them were down-to-earth types. They explored because they were curious as to what they had missed out on, being raised since six to become humanity's best warriors. They had deep, meaningful conversations, sometimes about nothing more important than movies they'd seen together. They usually stayed up at least an hour after they had disappeared into their room, talking or just cuddling. Fred would never get tired of cuddling.

Nothing had really changed since they started acknowledging a deeper bond between them. They trained together and with their siblings; they taught soldiers on the base and wherever they were called. No one outside of the foursome knew they had paired off because they were so low-key about it. Linda liked being kissed – but not in public. Neither did Fred, for that matter. The only thing that changed was kept behind closed doors.

But once John and Kelly had mutually agreed to pursue a relationship, something had changed between them. Kelly was trying desperately not to scare John off the trail, and John was acting like a skittish deer, shying forward and back. Fred almost suspected that his brother just wasn't interested, but cautious questions revealed that John wasn't holding out because he was homosexual. He was interested in Kelly; Fred was sharp-eyed enough to see the way John's eyes followed Kelly or how his pupils were dilated after a sparring match between the pair.

Sometimes they made great progress, like when John had curled up with Kelly on the couch and fallen asleep there. Other times, like this morning, he seemed to take three steps back for every one forward, dropping back behind the protective cover of their emotional conditioning. It frustrated Linda to no end.

Fred just wished John would give up his control for a single evening and let Kelly take over. If he didn't like it, Kelly would never force him to do anything. But the only way that would happen would be if John either was knocked out, drunk, or stupid with meds. Fred had seen John truly drugged up once, and never wanted to again; the big man turned into a skittish, timid creature.

But drunk… Fred was fairly sure he could get John a little tipsy. Spartan metabolisms would ensure John wouldn't get into real trouble, but just a little barrier removal would be good for him. This was a vacation, after all, and one thing the Spartans hadn't done was tried the various alcoholic beverages that Wendy and Terry enjoyed in moderation.

Fred made a pact with himself to see if Terry planned to have wine – or better yet, flavored spirits – at the holiday party. John disliked being out of control – in fact, Fred would have said he had a phobia of it – but Fred would make sure John tried at least one drink. Worst case scenario, he wouldn't like it and they'd be right back where they started. But if he did like it, he might let down some of those strict inhibitions that were straining his relationship with Kelly. And from there, it would be up to the pair to figure out how to proceed.


	12. Going on Vacation

_I just realized how much of a hole I dug myself into concerning Kalgarro's location and the time necessary to get there. X.x Sorry about that. Just roll with it._

**Chapter 12: Going on Vacation**

Linda landed the Pelican gently and unbuckled from the pilot's seat. She stepped into the cargo bay where John was already unlatching the suitcase, Kelly was gathering their duffles, and Fred was hitting the hatch release. They trooped out into the spacestation's interior landing field.

The yacht, code-named _White Dove_, dominated the area. Unlike the grey steel around them, the yacht was painted a bright white with silver highlights hinting at wings along its length, hence the code name. It was smaller than the ships John usually traveled on, but then again, it didn't need three-meter-thick armor. Its defenses were minimal; it relied on speed and avoidance of enemies.

Though the station could – and had, in the past – house a dozen warships, its interior airfield was a new experimental feature, designed for easier loading and unloading of civilian and supply ships. As a result, the yacht, its nose sporting a fresh coat of paint to cover its true name, looked _very_ out of place.

"John!" Jonathan shrieked in greeting, running over to the Spartans. John caught the child in one arm. "You're right on time. The ship's getting stocked now. Mom says your stuff can go over there." The child pointed to a group of crewmen moving heavy crates. "And Dad says to come see him when you're set."

"Thank you, Jonathan," John chuckled. He and Kelly took the luggage over to the crewmen, who accepted it readily. Meanwhile, Lucy had followed her brother and jumped onto Linda with a laugh.

"Hi, Linda!" Lucy crowed, snuggling into the Spartan's arms.

"Hello, Lucy. How are you?" Linda replied, ruffling the child's hair after adjusting her grip on the girl into a more comfortable position.

"Excited! Let's go!" Lucy pointed towards the yacht's nose, where Linda could see Terry and Wendy speaking to someone in the uniform of a pilot outside of the UNSC.

Fred followed Linda and Lucy. Terry greeted them with a wide grin; Wendy embraced Fred and then Linda in greeting. Kade, his eyes sparkling despite his usual somber expression, shook both Spartan's hands and held onto Fred's hand as Terry introduced them to the pilot.

"Linda, Fred, this is Mr. Gin Wasaski. He'll be our pilot on this voyage. One of the best, so I'm told. Mr. Wasaski, these two fine soldiers are Linda and Fred – they'll be serving double-duty as bodyguards and my personal guests."

"It is very nice to meet you," Mr. Wasaski said in slightly accented English, offering his hand. The two Spartans shook his hand with friendly nods. "I do not know what you will need from me, but simply ask and it is yours."

"Thank you," Linda replied, smiling. "Our gear should be stowed already. Our needs are few – two rooms will suffice."

Terry blinked. "Two?" he asked, curious. "No trouble, but I thought you four slept in a single room."

Fred hummed in agreement. "We've got a new arrangement," he explained, smiling slightly. Terry's eyes sharpened as he looked between Linda and Fred; Linda winked and Terry grinned widely. Wendy gasped softly and smiled, almost grabbing Linda's hand before recalling that the Spartan was holding Lucy.

"Then we will make the arrangements," Mr. Wasaski promised. "If I may, sir, we should get ready for liftoff."

"Of course, Mr. Wasaski. We'll load ourselves." Terry smiled and turned to greet Kelly and John. They walked up with Jonathan hanging between them, each holding onto one of his ankles, as the toddler squirmed and giggled. "Good morning, LT," he said, offering his hand.

"Good morning, sir," John replied, shaking the man's hand. Jonathan whined when the Spartans gently put him down. "We've stowed our gear."

"Excellent. Then I'll show you to your rooms." Terry beckoned for them to follow him, while Wendy took charge of the three children and took them to their assigned room as well.

John looked around in interest once they were inside. Instead of the dull grey walls and grated floor of a warship, the yacht had walls painted in a cheerful off-white color. Each hallway intersection had a service terminal displaying a map of the ship and a "You Are Here" symbol.

Terry showed them how to access the terminal's other functions – like calling the bridge or making a PA through the ship's loudspeakers – and they went deeper into the ship.

"We've got a gym down that way," Terry said, pointing down a hall, "as well as a small pool for lap-swimming or just relaxing. The children will love to play there. There's a hot tub for the adults as well. Did you bring swimming suits?"

"No," Fred answered, grinning ruefully. "Never occurred to us."

"I thought not. We brought some that should fit you. I should have sent you a packing list."

Fred chuckled in agreement. "I think we'll manage. Thank you."

"You're welcome. Next to the gym is a small library – I emphasize small – as well as an entertainment room with a projector and several game consoles, though I don't know if you'll be interested in using them."

"Actually, we brought one of our own, along with a game that caught my eye," Kelly replied happily. "So we just might."

Terry hummed in acknowledgement. "This hallways leads to the kitchen and dining area. There's no mess hall here – you want to eat, you make your own food. We decided not to hire a cook for the trip out, though a chef is aboard for our stay on Kalgarro and is happy to cook once in a while if you don't feel up to the task."

"A full ship kitchen?" Linda laughed. "I think I'm in heaven. I'll happily make every meal."

"We thought you might say that." Terry strode forward. "The crewmembers have cabins at the front of the ship; the back is reserved for us." He palmed an entry pad into a luxurious room, filled with a king-sized bed against one wall, two dressers, and two doors leading off. John opened one curiously and found the bathroom; Fred stepped into the closet through the other door. "This is one of the rooms we'll give you. It's up to you to choose who sleeps where." He winked saucily. "The other is just across the hall."

"Fred, Linda, like this one?" John asked, closing the bathroom door.

"Sure, we'll stay here," Fred replied, tossing his duffle onto the nearest dresser.

"Then we'll take the one across the hall," Kelly replied, going to the room Terry pointed out. She flung her duffle inside, landing it on the bed, and John tossed her his bag to do the same. "This is great, Terry. Thank you."

"You're welcome. We're going to be just down the hall." Terry pointed to another door. "That's ours; the kids will sleep across the hall." He nodded to the door in question.

"And our gear?" John asked, poking his head into the bathroom in his and Kelly's room.

"You'll be able to unpack it once we're underway," Terry replied. "Until then, join me on the bridge to watch our launch?"

"Sure," Fred replied, grinning. "I'd love to see how civvies do it."

"Most of our crew is retired UNSC," Terry replied, leading the way to the bridge. He pointed out a few spaces they ought to be aware of, including senior crew members' cabins, the crew mess, and crew gym.

"Why is the crew so separate from the guests onboard?" Linda asked quietly.

Terry nodded in understanding. "Most yachts are owned by rich people who would rather not 'mingle with the commoners' – and, to be honest, it keeps the crew happy, too, not to have to deal with idiots who might try to bully them. You'll probably be back and forth quite a bit, but remember that this is supposed to be their space."

Fred hummed quietly in agreement; Linda nodded thoughtfully, glancing into a room with an open door. The inside was more familiar to the Spartans; four bunks lined the walls with trunks at the foot of each one. The bunks looked more comfortable than warship barracks, though.

Terry announced them at the bridge and Mr. Wasaski invited them in with a genial smile. "We are nearly ready to leave, Mr. Hood," the captain said, waving to the viewscreens. The Spartans looked around in interest. Though they had been on ships most of their life, they had rarely been aboard civilian ships. The layout was much the same, though John noticed that there was a wider observation deck – possibly for guests on the yacht to observe, if they were so inclined.

"We're just waiting for confirmation of our papers," Mr. Wasaski said. "Then we shall leave the station and enter Slipspace at a safe distance."

"Perfect," Terry replied. "I'm going to return to my family, but you four can do as you please."

"I'd like to watch," John answered, glancing at his siblings, who nodded in agreement. Mr. Wasaski nodded permission and the former admiral headed back out with a wave. "We don't need a tour, Mr. Wasaski – we'll just stand over here quietly and listen." The pilot nodded, faint relief in his features as he turned back to his duties.

The authorization came through a moment later and John watched as the bridge's crew quickly locked down the ship and expertly steered it through the station's door, opened for them by the station crew. They drifted into space and then ignited the engines, speeding away from Earth. The viewscreens turned a beautiful black.

While John disliked being in space because of the lack of control he had over events that happened to the ship or his team, he had missed the liquid blackness and the grip of artificial gravity. He and his siblings watched as the crew, working seamlessly with the effortless communication of good friends, took their ship out to a safe distance from Earth and other ships and then initiated the Slipspace transition. The ship transferred smoothly into the bubble.

"Will you request your gear today?" Mr. Wasaski asked, turning to the Spartans.

John shook his head slightly. "Not until tomorrow, sir. We'll be fine until then."

The captain nodded and the Spartans, sensing that the crew was looking for some crew-only time, excused themselves. They walked quickly back to the civilian portion of the ship.

"Where to first?" Kelly asked as they passed back into civilian territory.

"Unpack," Linda replied. "Then I want to check out the kitchen."

"I'm up for that."

"We'll check out the gym, then," Kelly replied. John followed her into their room while Linda and Fred disappeared into theirs.

"Liking it so far?" John asked Kelly, unzipping his bag.

Kelly hummed thoughtfully. "It's… I feel less stressed. I don't know why, but something about this ship just… calms me." She grinned and pulled out her toiletries, taking them into the bathroom. "I like this ship," she called from inside. "Real toilets, running hot water with no thirty-second limit… I'm in heaven."

"You and Linda both," John chuckled, setting his own toiletries aside to put away after his clothing. He carefully refolded the shirts, pants, and boxers into the appropriate drawers in his dresser.

"I wonder where Terry plans on holding his holiday party," Kelly mused, coming out of the bathroom. John stepped inside to arrange his own toiletries; he put his toothbrush and toothpaste on the counter next to Kelly's, set his razor in a small drawer with his comb, and then folded his towel over the rack next to Kelly's.

"A civilian yacht probably has a function room. Probably one that can be converted between a community center and an office. I just hope he doesn't go overboard. He promised it would be a quiet affair," John replied.

"Not up for a big party?" Kelly teased.

"Neither are you." John eyed her, grinning teasingly.

"Well, yes, but you're the stick in the mud."

"Am not."

"Are to."

"You sound like a child."

"You started it."

John just rolled his eyes playfully at Kelly, who growled back at him. Unpacked, John sat on the bed, running his hand over the down comforter. He hummed in thought.

"What?" Kelly asked, pulling off her boots and wiggling her toes in the room's luxurious carpet.

"Just thinking," John replied, distracted.

"About what?" She tentatively sat down next to him, wiggling on the soft bed.

"It'll be different," John replied, "sleeping together like this. With the cots, we had a certain separation – available, even if we didn't use it. But a single bed… And it's really soft. I'm not sure I'll sleep well on it."

"I can always banish you to the floor. Or the bathtub." Kelly smacked him on the shoulder gently. "Quit overthinking things, John. If it's really an issue, you can always get a separate room." She couldn't quite hide the hurt in her voice at the thought, though.

"It's not that," John assured her, smiling. "I won't leave. Unless you start kicking again."

"One nightmare does not mean I'm going to be a restless sleeper the rest of my life," Kelly huffed.

"You still haven't told me what it was about."

Kelly looked away, shaking her head. "I don't want to talk about it," she said softly, rising. "Now, come on, I want to see the gym – and the pool."

John followed her, her bare feet slapping on the metal floor while his shoes clicked quietly. They didn't see any of the Hoods but could hear Wendy chastising one of her children in the kids' room. Kelly led the way first to the gym. They surveyed it with a pair of simultaneous sighs. The gym equipment was built for regular, non-augmented humans. Over in a corner, however, John discovered a rack of extra-heavy weights, which would fit the machines and give him and his siblings a real workout.

"Terry's so thoughtful," Kelly murmured, hefting one of the large rings. "These aren't standard-issue. They're custom-made." She pointed to the stamped identification mark.

"Yet another way Terry looks out for us."

Kelly hummed in agreement and the pair went next door to the pool. The room smelled strongly of chlorine and cleaning chemicals, but John liked the look of the two-lane pool. It was nearly four meters deep at one end, a diving section, while the other end was less than a meter deep. The floor sloped gradually between the two ends with a sharp drop-off about two-thirds of the way between.

"I've never tried swimming laps to stay in shape," Kelly mused, crouching to swirl a hand through the water.

John smirked and silently took a single step back. Kelly tensed just as his shoe caught her in the middle of her back, propelling her forward and into the pool. She landed, without any semblance of grace, in a splash of water and a barked curse.

"You asshole!" Kelly surfaced, sputtering, and wiped water out of her eyes, giving John the stink eye.

"I thought you wanted to swim," John replied innocently.

"I'm going to rip you a new one." She swam back to the edge of the pool and heaved herself out with a flood of water and a grunt. John stepped back quickly to avoid the water from the movement as Kelly stood.

"Come here," she growled, lunging for him. John anticipated her, though, and jumped backwards, avoiding her strike. With a wordless howl of anger, Kelly ran at him; John retreated again, through the door and into the main hallway. There was just enough space between him and Kelly that he could close the door between them; he did so and, knowing that wouldn't slow her for long, sprinted away.

Linda and Fred were in the hallway and flattened themselves against the wall as John hurtled past, followed quickly by a sopping-wet Kelly. Linda laughed and stuck out a foot, tripping John; the man barked in surprise as he rolled instinctively, but the motion had slowed him sufficiently.

"My work here is done," Linda sang as Kelly pounced on John. Fred grinned widely.

"You're an evil person," the large man chuckled, slinging an arm over Linda's shoulders as they walked away from the tussling Spartans.

"You'd've done the same. Are you hungry?"

"A little. Are you offering to cook?"

"We can get a snack, at least. I don't want to ruin your appetite if Terry wants lunch in an hour."

"I can always eat more."

Linda grinned and led the way into the kitchen. Behind them, John grunted unhappily as Kelly seized his hair, yanking his head back painfully, and wrapped her other arm around his neck. Her legs had his arms pinned to his chest already.

John gasped as he tried to pull a breath into his lungs and slammed backwards, trying to knock Kelly's grip loose. She hung on, however, and growled at him. "Say you're sorry," she demanded, tightening her grip around his throat.

"Sorry," John wheezed, surrendering.

"And that you'll never do it again." Kelly's grip loosened just enough so the larger Spartan could breathe a little easier.

"I'll never do it again." John grinned at Kelly. "Unless it's funny."

"I hate your new comedy streak," Kelly grumbled, releasing him and standing. "Now I have to change. And shower. Because I stink."

John rolled to his feet and smirked in reply. "I think Linda mentioned something about lunch."

Kelly snorted and walked back towards their room. John opted to follow Linda to the kitchen.

Kelly stepped into the bedroom with a quiet sigh. She quickly stripped off her soaked clothing and hung it in the bathroom to dry. She turned on the shower and stepped into the warm water. The smell of chlorine hung over her and in her hair; she scrunched up her nose unhappily and washed her hair thoroughly, scrubbing at her scalp to get the stink out.

Then she washed the rest of her body, rinsed off, and stepped out into the cooler air of the bathroom. The room had started heating up the moment she turned on the shower, so it wasn't too chilly, but goosebumps still rose along her arms and legs as she grabbed her towel from the rack and wound it around her torso. She stood, looking into the mirror, for a moment.

"You," she told her reflection sternly, "are a coward."

Her reflection sighed in agreement. Kelly turned away and headed into the main room, where she quickly got dressed and wrung her hair out. Clean and presentable, she headed quickly for the kitchen.

Jonathan, Kade, Lucy, and Wendy were seated at a large table with John and Fred, talking animatedly, while Linda hovered over a pair of pots on the stove. "Hey, Kelly," she greeted with a grin.

"Hey," Kelly replied, sitting down next to Kade and Lucy. "Having fun?" she asked them as they contemplated a board game, Kade seriously and Lucy with a giggle as she took Kade's piece.

"Yeah," Lucy replied. "We get today off; school starts tomorrow."

Kelly hummed thoughtfully. She glanced over at her brothers; Jonathan and John were playing a game that seemed to involve lots of moving of pieces that didn't necessarily belong to their owner. Mostly, Johnathan was moving John's pieces, and it looked like the Spartan was losing.

Wendy and Fred were talking about a recent report released by a think-tank about the latest bio-tech advancements.

Terry walked in as Kelly turned back to the two older childrens' game and greeted them all with a cheerful call. "Everything is going smoothly," he said, smiling. "Is that lunch?"

Linda nodded. "Aye, sir," she replied, shooing him gently away from the pots when he tried to sneak a peek. "You can join the table for games and talk if you like, but no peeking at lunch!"

Terry chuckled and sat down next to his wife. They clasped hands automatically, though Wendy didn't pause in her conversation with Fred. Terry listened for a moment and began chiming in.

"Want to play next?" Lucy asked Kelly, giggling as Kade slouched in his chair, clearly defeated.

"Alright, Lucy," Kelly agreed. Lucy quickly explained the rules and they set to playing. Kelly made sure to put effort into playing, just enough that Lucy had to fight hard to win, though she did so eventually. Kade challenged Kelly next and they had a good game as well.

"Alright, guys, clear the table. Lunch is almost ready," Linda said from the stove. Kelly and John stood, taking plates and silverware from the cupboards and setting them out on the table.

"You can almost forget this is a ship," Fred mused thoughtfully, gathering the glasses. "Water for everyone?"

They agreed and Kelly helped Linda put the food on the table as everyone else sat down with a bustle and Fred stacked the games back in a lower cupboard. Once everyone was seated, they started passing the food around. Linda had made spaghetti with meat and vegetarian sauces, warm rolls with garlic butter, a hearty celery-and-three-bean salad, and piping-hot steamed cabbage. John helped Jonathan choose what food he wanted, while Lucy and Kade served themselves. Once everyone had had the chance at everything on the table, the Hood parents led a short prayer of thanks.

Then they dug in. Jonathan enjoyed his spaghetti extra-messy and liked slurping it so that the Spartan next to him was soon speckled with red spaghetti sauce. John chuckled good-humoredly. The rest of the table ate quietly. Wendy complimented Linda on the food, which prompted everyone to agree.

"Did you try something special with the bread?" Fred asked Linda, nibbling on his third piece blissfully.

"I did, actually." She grinned. "I stuffed them with full garlic cloves, baked them together, and then extracted the gloves and ground them into the butter."

"I like it," Kelly murmured, grinning slightly. "But it sounds like a lot of work."

Linda nodded. "I probably won't do it for every meal," she admitted. "But it was worth it."

"Can we make cookies after lunch?" Lucy asked, bouncing in her seat.

Linda glanced at Terry and Wendy; they nodded permission. "Alright, Lucy," she said, smiling gently. "What kind of cookies do you want to make?"

"Chocolate chip!" she screeched predictably.

"Alright," Linda agreed, grinning.

Everyone finished eating quickly. While John and Fred cleaned up the dishes, Linda and Lucy used Linda's tablet to find a chocolate chip cookie recipe. When the two men were done, the two females claimed the kitchen and shooed everyone out.

"Kade, what would you like to do?" Terry asked his son.

"I have some homework," Kade answered, heading towards the office. "I don't want to fall behind."

Wendy smiled proudly at her son and then turned to Jonathan. "And how about you, sweetie?" she asked, picking the five-year-old up with a huff of exertion.

"Swimming!" he giggled, wiggling.

"Alright, imp," Terry chuckled, ruffling his youngest son's hair gently. "Will you join us?" he asked, looked at the three Spartans.

"Sure," John answered, grinning. Kelly and Fred nodded as well.

Terry nodded and motioned for the three soldiers to follow him. He entered the suite he and Wendy were occupying and handed each Spartan a plastic bag. "Thanks," John told him.

"You're welcome. Go change and we'll meet you in the pool."

Kelly and John went into their room to change. The swimsuits fit well, and Kelly opted to wear a pair of included shorts over her swimsuit.

"How do I look?" she asked John with a grin, striking a pose.

"Great," John answered truthfully. The swimsuit was a dark blue that complimented her hair with streaks of silver tumbling through it. It was a basic single-piece swimsuit that included a separate pair of matching blue shorts, which ended a quarter of the way down her thigh. She snapped the elastic against her skin and chuckled.

John's shorts were a deep maroon in color, which he liked. He quickly tied the drawstrings at the front and then folded his clothing onto the top of the dresser. They grabbed their towels from the bathroom and went out into the hallway, meeting Fred in the corridor. His shorts were a rich brown color like sun-warmed wood.

Kelly twisted her towel and snapped it at John, who jumped out of the way just in the time. Kelly chased him to the pool; Jonathan and his parents weren't there yet, so she cornered him against the edge of the water and then pushed him in.

He surfaced with a heavy snort to clear his nose. "Alright, we're even," he told her.

"Not quite. You soaked my clothing, too," she replied, setting her towel next to where John had thrown his onto one of the pool chairs. Fred folded his towel next to theirs.

Kelly slid into the water gracefully while Fred jumped in next to John, swamping the other Spartan. John splashed him in retaliation and then dove away.

Kelly was checking the fit of her swimwear in the water when John exploded out of the water behind her, his hands landing on her shoulders and pushing her under. She knew better than to gasp and twisted away from the playful Spartan into deeper water, glaring at him. He grinned at her through the clear water and thumbed his nose.

They played like that for a few minutes while Fred swam laps before Jonathan, Wendy, and Terry arrived.

"John, catch me!" Jonathan cried, jumping at the larger Spartan. John caught the boy easily and tickled him. Kelly wiped water from her eyes and slicked her hair back, looking at the two adults.

Wendy was wearing a stylish one-piece swimsuit, patterned in yellow and green, that helped to slim down her figure. Terry was wearing swimshorts of the same type as the two male Spartans, though his were emerald green in color. They set three towels on the pool chairs and then walked into the water at the shallow end using the steps for just that purpose.

"Mom, lookit me!" Jonathan cried, standing on John's shoulders. The boy leapt off and landed with a splash. He could swim fairly well for his age, so John let him swim over to his parents. "Didja see? Didja see?" he asked excitedly.

"I saw," Wendy assured him.

Johnathan brought out his floaty tube and John pushed him around the pool for a few minutes, much to the five-year-old's delight. Then Kelly and John took turns tossing him gently into the water. They wore the toddler out within an hour and then simply paddled him around while he talked incessantly about whatever came to mind. Terry and Wendy had moved into the hot tub and then relaxed there for some time, talking quietly or simply sitting in comfortable silence.

Jonathan yawned in the middle of his sentence and Wendy looked over with a gentle smile. "What do you say to a nap, kiddo?" she asked her son.

"Noooo," the boy whined, clinging to John who was pushing his floaty tube.

"Come on, you're starting to look like a little raisin," Kelly chuckled. She carried the toddler out of the pool and swaddled him in a thick towel, setting him on a pool chair to dry off while the adults dried off as well.

Kelly carried Jonathan into the kids' room and tucked him under his covers; he had fallen asleep on the way. Wendy smoother his hair back gently, smiling softly, and they turned out the light and left the toddler to sleep.

Fred and John, meanwhile, went to check on the cookie progress. They found Linda and Lucy sitting at the table decorating the chocolate chip cookies with piped icing.

"Looks delicious," Fred chuckled, plucking an undecorated cookie from the wire racks on which a batch was cooling.

John leaned over Lucy and ruffled her hair. "That looks beautiful," he told her, trying to figure out what she was drawing on the cookie. It looked like a bulbous lizard.

"That's Mommy!" she said proudly, pointing to the cookie. John grinned, knowing the child couldn't see it.

"Of course it is," he replied, snatching another cookie.

"And that one's you, and Fred, and Linda, and Kelly." She pointed out the cookies in question, which resembled more blob-lizards.

"Jonathan's taking a nap," Fred told Linda as Lucy showed off her collection of cookies to John. "I'm going to check on Kade."

"Take him a cookie," she suggested, handing him a cookie patterned with delicate lacing. Fred nodded, pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, and headed out.

"Ewwwww," Lucy groaned, covering her eyes. "Kissing!"

Linda and John exchanged amused glances. "Kiddo, I thought you liked guys."

"Yeah, but not _kissing_," the girl said primly, going back to her drawing. "That's gross."

Both Spartans just shook their heads and John snuck another cookie from the decorated pile. He left the pair happily in the kitchen and went to find Kelly.

She was in their room, vigorously toweling her hair. He closed the door and tapped her on the shoulder. She stood upright, smoothing back her damp hair with one hand.

"The cookies are great," John told her, grinning as he handed her a cookie. "And Lucy drew each of us."

"Oh, really?" Kelly raised an eyebrow.

"We look like bloated lizards," John admitted. Kelly laughed.

"Go take a shower," she ordered, shoving him gently towards the bathroom. He quickly stripped off the swim shorts and rinsed them in the shower before wringing them out and hanging them to dry on a towel rack. Then he showered and toweled himself off before rejoining Kelly out in the main room.

"Fred's gone to check on Kade. What would you like to do?" he asked. Kelly hummed thoughtfully as she took the towel back into the bathroom and hung it to dry next to his.

"Since we just showered, it'd be pretty silly to go work out," she mused. "I'd like to get back to my book. Linda will call us for dinner when she's ready. I'm feeling particularly lazy."

"Must be something in the air," he teased, grinning. "You're never lazy."

She eyed him and he had a split second of warning before she tackled him. They fell onto the bed, a softer landing than John had expected.

"We could always wrestle," she suggested, pressing him into the bed with both hands on his chest.

John grunted in agreement and rolled them over, grabbing Kelly's wrists and holding her hands above her head. "We could," he agreed. "But I thought you were feeling lazy."

Kelly wiggled experimentally; John tried to ignore the warmth of her skin pressed against his, but it was a losing battle. He'd have to let go within a few seconds or risk showing just what effect she was having on him. "Earth to John," she said, looking at him.

"Sorry," he muttered, releasing her and standing back up.

Kelly sighed in exasperation. "For what?" she huffed, leaning up on her elbows and looking sternly at him. He didn't answer but brought up a calculus problem to figure out in his head. Kelly grunted angrily and brought one knee up, wiggling further onto the bed.

"Want your book?" he asked, crossing to her dresser.

"Sure," she snapped grumpily, arranging the pillows behind her back.

"Look, Kelly-" he started to say, turning around.

"Don't," Kelly warned, holding up a hand. "I don't want to talk about it."

John hesitated but finally nodded. "Alright." He tossed her the book she was reading and crossed to his own dresser, pulling on a pair of boxers and a light T-shirt. Then he found his own book and sat next to Kelly, their arms not quite touching. She ignored him, apparently engrossed in her book.

He opened his but didn't even bother trying to read. He'd wrestled naked with Kelly before – with many of his siblings, in fact – but the setting, their new-found relationship, her own eagerness… It was all too overwhelming.

John had heard stories, told by Marines, of their own sexual escapades. They had never mentioned how little control they'd had over themselves, over their bodies. John liked control; he liked being able to tell his body to do or not do something and have it listen. The things that sparked inside him when Kelly was around… He couldn't control those feelings. He couldn't control _himself_. One of the only things constant throughout the years of death and warfare had been control over himself and his emotions. Now that was breaking down, too.

Kelly turned a page, drawing John's attention back to the present. He watched her out of the corner of his eye. She was beautiful, deadly, strong – words kept flowing into his head, but he couldn't find the one that described her. John could describe himself in one word: dedicated. Fred was determined. Linda was dependable. He had a single word for each of his brothers and sisters except Kelly. He even toyed with "perfect" but she wasn't and he wouldn't want her to be. Her flaws, especially her temper, were things he acknowledged in her, things he knew he could count on.

_Frustration_, he thought to himself. _She embodies frustration – but only for me. _Kelly brushed a lock of blue hair out of her eyes with one hand.

"Why are you staring at me?" Kelly asked, not moving her eyes away from the text in front of her.

"Just thinking," John replied.

"About what?"

"Words."

Kelly huffed. "Why?"

He explained his concept of their siblings and how he used one word to embody them. "But you… I used to know you; you were _fast_. But now I know you even more, and as I know you more… I don't know, I feel like I don't know you at all."

Kelly nodded. She seemed to be turning the word over in her head. "I like fast," she admitted.

"But you're not just fast."

"Fred's not _just_ determined. He's caring and kind and strong and all sorts of other things, too."

"But his most defining trait is his determination."

"So what else were you thinking of for me?" Kelly looked at him finally.

"I can't come up with anything. I don't think I could even if I read a thesaurus."

"Hmm. I have one."

"What is it?"

"You'll have to find it yourself."

John groaned softly. "Can you give me a hint?"

"Stop thinking physical." John blinked. He looked at her carefully; she smiled gently. "John, you focus on our strengths and weaknesses as soldiers. Focus on them as human beings. Forget I'm a Spartan for a moment."

"I can't," he admitted.

"Close your eyes." John did as she asked. "Now think _only_ about the last few months, about memories we've made together. Forget the war and our training."

"You're… Stubborn?"

Kelly smacked him gently. "Stop being an ass and _think_."

John was so engrossed that he almost missed the shift as Kelly pulled his book out of his hands. He let her, however, and he heard the soft sound as she put it down on the night table. The bed dipped as she moved but he kept his eyes closed.

"How about _confident_?" he asked. The bed dipped again and Kelly was suddenly straddling him, sitting on his thighs. He snapped his eyes open but she anticipated him and held his eyelids down with two fingers.

"Sometimes," she admitted, pressing a hand to his chest. "Think harder. And don't open your eyes."

Goosebumps trailed up John's arms as Kelly ran a light finger over a scar on his left breast. "Evil?" he suggested. She pinched him. John tried to pin down a stray thought but it kept drifting out of grasp. Kelly continued tracing along his chest, interrupted his thoughts just as he thought he had a good word.

"Aroused?" he finally growled, grabbing Kelly's wrist to stop her ministrations.

"Are you?" Kelly asked impishly.

John held her wrist and opened his eyes. "You're playful," he told her.

Kelly nodded. "I prefer _spirited_."

"Or _mischievous_." He put his free hand at the small of her back and ran two fingers lightly up her spine.

Kelly arched her back slightly, pupils dilating. "I think that fits you more," she breathed, voice husky.

John was about to respond when someone knocked at the door, startling both Spartans. "John, Kelly," Fred called in, "Linda's wanting to work out. Want to join us?"

"If we say no," Kelly murmured, "they'll be curious."

John nodded in agreement. "We're coming," he called back to Fred. Kelly closed her eyes for a moment, resting her hand on John's chest.

"We're going to continue this discussion tonight," she told him sternly, locking their gazes.

John raised an eyebrow. Kelly slid off of him and quickly dressed in a pair of shorts and sports bra. John pulled on a pair of shorts and they walked silently to the gym together.
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After a long work out, the four siblings showered. Linda went to make dinner while Fred retreated to his room. Jonathan woke up and accosted John as soon as the Spartan left the gym, insisting they play a game, and they went to the dining room to use the table there. Kelly, feeling slighted, went back to her room and picked up her book again.

With a sigh, Kelly lay back in bed, propping herself up on the pillows. She pulled up a leg and rested the book against it, reading a few lines. It was useless, however, and she tossed it back on the night table with a growl of disgust.

_So close_, she thought to herself, closing her eyes. _Damn Fred._ She didn't really mean it, of course, but she was frustrated at her brother's interruption. John had been open, at least, to her gentle touches, and even made one of his own – until Fred had knocked and broken the spell.

Kelly closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She called up memories of her childhood in the training camp on Reach, seeing her siblings again. Linda, the loner who had immediately shown an aptitude for sniping. Sam, the big friendly giant. William, the joker who kept them grinning even when they were all bone-tired.

And then there was John. Kelly could still remember disliking him on the first day of training when he had left her and Sam behind, which meant they had missed dinner. Then he had started agreeing to work together, and they'd seen him grow into the fearsome leader of legend.

_The invincible Master Chief_, Kelly mused silently to herself. But she knew he was anything but invincible.

John's idea of using a single word to describe each of their siblings appealed to Kelly. She liked the words he had come up with for their siblings, and she wanted to find one for him.

_He's a leader_, she thought. _But that's not all. He's determined and protective. _Kelly let her leg fall back to the bed. John's own struggle with describing her had, at first, annoyed her – shouldn't he know her inside and out? But trying to do the same to him showed her exactly how difficult it was.

Meanwhile, down the hall in the kitchen, John grinned as Jonathan stealthily stole his chess piece. "I win!" the child crowed.

"That was the bishop, Jonathan. You need to capture the King," John replied with a smile.

"Oh." Jonathan pouted and eyed the board while John moved his knight to take the child's rook. "Awww, my castle!"

"Here," Linda offered, reaching over and moving the child's last castle to take John's queen. John scowled at his sister.

"You're not supposed to help him," he told her sternly.

"Thank you, Linda!" Jonathan giggled.

"You're welcome, imp. John, you two should finish up; dinner's about ready."

John huffed and left his king vulnerable. Jonathan, quick to spot an opportunity, soon managed to corner his king and put John in check-mate. "I win!" the boy crowed happily.

"You win," John agreed. "Now go get your family and let them know it's time for dinner." The boy ran off while John put away the game, made of real wood pieces, and then headed out to round up his own family for the meal.

"Fred?" John knocked on his brother's door and the man answered it quickly, a thoughtful look on his face. "Dinner's about ready."

Fred nodded in thanks and walked towards the kitchen. John turned around and entered his and Kelly's room. She was on the bed, eyes closed, one arm hanging over her forehead. She opened her eyes and looked at him. "Dinner?" she asked, already sitting up.

John nodded in reply and offered her a hand up. "Have a nice nap?" he asked with a grin.

"Didn't sleep," Kelly replied. "I'm stuck on trying to find a word to describe you." She scowled at him. "I thought it would be easier, but it's not."

John nodded, grinning a bit. "Well, you'll have plenty of time to think about it."

"Oh really? I thought we had plans for tonight." Kelly raised an eyebrow.

John shook his head slightly and headed out of the room, but Kelly grabbed his elbow and held him back. He looked over his shoulder at her.

"What's up with you, John?" Kelly asked, frowning. "You weren't so reluctant this afternoon."

"I shouldn't have encouraged you," John replied quietly, turning to face her. "I'm sorry."

Kelly sighed unhappily and released his elbow, moving to walk around him. John grabbed her shoulder, though, and held her steady. "Wait. Kelly. We should talk about this."

"What's to talk about, John?" Kelly growled, refusing to meet his eyes. "Either you're ready or you're not. And you aren't ready."

John winced slightly at the pain in her voice. "Kelly, I-"

"John, dinner's ready. We shouldn't keep them waiting. We'll… We'll talk about it tonight."

John sighed quietly and stepped aside so she could move past him. She walked quietly towards the kitchen and he followed. They put aside their personal difficulties and sat down with smiles, apologizing for the delay. Terry chuckled and waved their apology aside and they all dug in.

The dinner was hearty and everyone ate their fill. Then they went their separate ways. The children went with Wendy to get their stuff unpacked and their school supplies prepared for the next day. Terry went to the bridge to check in with the captain. Fred and Linda went back to their room while John and Kelly cleaned up the table. Then they, too, went to their room and shut the door quietly.

"Let's talk," John suggested, turning on the table lamp by the bed.

"I'd rather not," Kelly replied, pulling off her clothing and getting dressed in a pair of shorts and a light shirt for sleeping.

"Listen, Kelly, I'm sorry for getting carried away this afternoon." John peeled off his shirt and pants and turned out the main lights, sitting on the edge of the bed as Kelly brushed her teeth in the bathroom. Once she was done, he took his turn. She waited until he was out of the bathroom before replying.

"I know you are, but I'm not sorry about what I did." She pulled back the covers and slid into the bed, making a face as its softness. She sighed as she lay down on her back, staring up at the dark ceiling.

John climbed into bed as well and flicked off the lamp. They didn't need light to speak. He shifted uncomfortably on the bed.

"Why do you keep holding back?" Kelly asked after a moment of silence. John could feel her shift so that she was lying on her side, facing him. He rolled over to face her.

"I'm just not comfortable with becoming sexually involved," he told her, as he had before.

"Why not? Is it me?"

"No," John told her fiercely, putting a hand on her side. "It's not you. It's me."

"Then what are you afraid of?"

John shook his head slightly. "That's not it, either. It's complicated."

Kelly grunted. "Well, when you figure out how to tell me, please do." She rolled over onto her other side. "I don't think I'm going to sleep well on this bed."

John pulled her close with one hand around her middle and rested his head atop hers. "Good night," he murmured.

"Good night," she replied, her voice slightly muffled.

_~~HALO~~_

Linda yawned gently, rolling her neck as she sat up. Fred opened his eyes and looked at her. "Stay in bed," she murmured, pulling the covers up around him. "I'm just restless."

"Okay," Fred replied quietly, closing his eyes again. Linda stood and silently dressed before heading out into the hallway. She glanced towards the gym but decided to go to the kitchen first and find something to drink.

She stepped into the dark kitchen and flicked on the light, then blinked at seeing Kelly sitting at the table, a mug dwarfed by her hands cupping around it. "Kelly?" Linda asked, noting the strain in her sister.

Kelly glanced up, squinting against the light. She was dressed in her night clothes – a pair of shorts and a light shirt – and her blue hair stuck out at angles to her had. "Morning, Linda," she replied quietly. She lifted her mug to take a sip and then eyed the drink with a grimace.

Linda crossed to the stove and turned on a burner, setting the kettle on it and gently taking Kelly's mug from her. The liquid inside – chamomile tea – was ice cold, indicating that the female Spartan had been here a while. She dumped the liquid out, threw the tea bag into the trash, and put a fresh bag in.

"What's wrong?" she asked quietly as she prepared the drink.

Kelly sighed, clicking her fingernails against the table as she drummed her fingers. "John."

"Ah." Linda leaned against the counter as she waited for the kettle to boil. "What'd he do this time?"

"It was after the pool." Linda nodded, unsurprised. "We were talking and I… Well, I tried to start something and he actually responded for once."

Linda blinked; she hadn't been expecting that. "What do you mean?"

"He ran his hand up my back. Which isn't much, but it's more than I can usually get out of him."

"What happened?"

"Fred knocked and broke the spell." Kelly turned to face Linda. "We went to the gym, then Jonathan took John, and we had dinner. But after dinner… I was expecting to pick up where we left off, but he just…" She growled in frustration. "He shut down on me again."

Linda rubbed a palm over her forehead. "Did you confront him about it?"

"He said he wasn't comfortable getting sexually involved with me, but that it wasn't me, it was him, and that it was complicated." She stood and started pacing. "How complicated can it be?"

"Well," Linda said after a moment of watching her sister's agitated movements, "you have to consider his position. He's our leader. Favoring you over Fred or I is something he just doesn't do. And remember how much he enjoys being able to control a situation; he probably knows that intercourse isn't something you can control very well."

"I know, but it's not like he's going to favor me in the battlefield. And I'll kill him if he did."

"You and I and Fred know that, but John needs some convincing." Linda smiled slightly. "He may be fearless on the battlefield but this is entirely new."

"It's been three months!"

"I know. But you can't push him. You know how he gets when he feels like he's being pushed into something."

"Yeah, he digs in his heels and refuses to budge."

Linda poured the hot water from the kettle into the mugs and handed one to Kelly, who smiled gratefully as she cupped the mug close to her nose, inhaling the sweet scent. "Why don't you two take the day off?" she suggested. "Keep him closeted in your room."

Kelly shook her head. "We're supposed to get our gear out and make sure everything's working," she protested.

"Let Fred and I handle it. Fred's supposed to be his second anyway. And the kids will be in school with Wendy, so we don't need to worry about them."

"He won't like it."

"Then take him to the gym and wear him out."

"How's that going to help?"

"You two may be able to have an actual conversation if you're locked up together for a day."

Kelly glared softly at her sister, but Linda was right. "Well, I can try."

"Go talk to him while he's still sleep-muddled. I'll get started on breakfast."

Kelly nodded and took her mug of tea with her as she walked slowly back to her room. She opened the door quietly and stepped into the dark room confidently. "John?" she called softly.

There was a rustle from the bed and the lamp turned on as the large man rolled over. "Good morning," he said softly. "I noticed you were missing."

Kelly nodded, setting her mug of tea down by the lamp and crawling into the warm bed, pressing her cold feet against John's shins. He hissed at the shock of her cold soles. "I went to get some tea."

"For an hour?"

"Linda and I were talking." It was a half-truth, since they _had_ spoken, if not for an hour.

"Hmmm." John gently brushed her hair away from her face and smoothed it down. "You're frozen."

Kelly smiled slightly, wiggling closer and sighing quietly when he put one of his large arms around her. "I'm warming up."

"Devil," John grunted as she shifted her feet to a warmer section of his calves.

"We should take the day off," Kelly murmured.

John shook his head. "We have to check on the armor and get it out."

Kelly shook her head. "Linda and Fred can handle it. Fred's supposed to be your second in command."

"Yes, but it's my responsibility to oversee-"

Kelly put a finger against John's lips, silencing him. "No arguments. Linda said so."

John huffed unhappily. "I doubt you'll be happy cooped up in here for the day."

"We can go to the gym. But that's it."

"Then what are we going to do for the day?"

"Read. Talk. Hopefully figure some things out."

John tensed slightly. "About last night?" he guessed.

"That, and other things," Kelly agreed. "And I could use a good massage, and I'm sure you wouldn't mind one, either."

John huffed again, the warm air blowing into Kelly's hair. "We're going to be bored by noon," he predicted.

"Look, we're on vacation, and this is part of vacation." Kelly growled as John shifted away and then sat up.

"I'm just going to the bathroom," he told her, standing.

"Then right back here. I'm still chilled." She was actually quite warm, especially when she wiggled into the warm spot he had left, but she wasn't quite willing to let him get away yet.

"It's time for breakfast, too," he said from the bathroom.

"Nope, Linda's just starting."

"Isn't it pretty late?"

"It's seven in the morning," Kelly replied, glancing at the clock with softly-glowing number.

John grunted and reemerged from the bathroom. He none-too-gently shoved her out of his spot in the bed and lay back down, propping his back against a couple of pillows. Kelly flicked the lamp off and rolled onto her side, putting her head on John's shoulder. He shifted until he was comfortable and then wrapped one arm around her, hand resting on her side.

"Comfortable?" he murmured.

"Just about. My nose itches." With a soft chuckle, John scratched her nose with one finger. "Thanks."

They remained in that position, quietly, until Kelly rubbed her head against John's shoulder, rousing him out of his light doze. "Hmmm?" he rumbled.

Kelly shifted until she was in the same position as she had been the day before, straddling his thighs. John blinked but, due to the darkness, couldn't see her. "I think I have a word for you," Kelly murmured, leaning forward just enough so John could feel the heat of her skin against his.

"What is it?" John asked curiously.

"At first," Kelly started, drawing a line up John's arm from the inside of his wrist, slowly, "I thought about who you were and are as a soldier. Strong. Determined. Protective. Irrationally courageous, sometimes. Then I started thinking about you when we were kids. You used to be a loner. Then you started leading us and you found what you were born for: leading soldiers into battle and back out. And you were still all those things you are now, but you were also gentler. Years of war have hardened you." John drew breath to reply but Kelly put a hand over his mouth. "Have hardened all of us. Not just you. But I think… They have affected you the most. Not only were you responsible for all of us, for deploying us, at least in the beginning, but you were the one to order us into situations where we could, and did, die. Then you fought alone for so many years. You were given Cortana and you two bonded strongly. You lost her just like you had lost us, so you thought."

John couldn't suppress a shiver, though not born of chill, when Kelly ran feather-light fingertips over his collarbone. "Then you discovered that, after all, three of us had survived. And we bonded together again, though not as strongly as we once had. We're all we have, John."

Kelly's voice became quieter. "And then Fred and Linda paired up and they're happy together. We're not in danger of losing our lives at an instant's notice anymore, and that means we can afford to open up a little more. You're our leader, John, and you've led us for all our lives, practically. But you're trailing in this. Are you afraid that you'll favor me on the battlefield?"

John nodded silently since her hand was still over his mouth. "Don't be," Kelly told him sternly. "I can handle myself, you know that. And you would never let your feelings get in the way of a mission. You never have, even when we were hormonal teenagers. You can control yourself. I know it, and so do you. You just don't want to test yourself."

Kelly drew her hand further down John's chest, smiling slightly even though he couldn't see it. "So just let go."

John caught her hand as she felt the bumpy scar just below his navel. His voice was growly when he spoke. "What are you doing?"

"Shush," Kelly murmured, twisting his grip until she was holding his wrist. "Just close your eyes and drift."

John reluctantly released her hand and she started back up by his shoulders, tracing her way slowly down. She found a knot in his left shoulder and worked it out. She found another one in his upper arm. John allowed his thoughts to meander as Kelly worked knots from his muscular chest and arms.

"Stop tensing up," she told him when his chest suddenly drew tight. He sighed. "Roll over onto your stomach." She moved and John did as she asked. "And don't tense up on me."

"Alright," John agreed. He closed his eyes happily as Kelly went to work on his back. He fell into a light doze out of habit.

"There," Kelly said after a long fifteen minutes. "It's been a while since we've taken the time to really do this."

John shifted, sitting up. "Your turn," he said softly.

Kelly shook her head. "Food first. Then you can have your way with me."

John eyed her, making Kelly smirk. "Let's go to breakfast," he suggested. "Then we'll see what the rest of the day has in store for us."

"Fine. But my orders still stand; today is a day off for both of us." John eyed her and Kelly ignored his wordless protest as she carefully slid to the side and then stood up. They dressed quickly and headed out into the corridor and then towards the kitchen.

"Good morning," Linda said cheerfully, standing up from where she was crouched to help wipe syrup off of Jonathan's face. Fred waved from where he was watching Kade use his pancakes to show the Spartan the Pythagorean Theorem.

"Any pancakes left?" Kelly asked Linda, grinning.

"In the oven, keeping warm for you two."

"Where's the rest of your family?" John asked Jonathan, hugging the boy when he jumped up onto the Spartan.

"Mom's in the gym and Dad's with Lucy," the toddler replied. "Can I have a piggy-back ride?"

"Maybe later, bud. I'm getting some breakfast and you need to go wash your face." John put Jonathan down and the boy obediently raced off to the bathroom. Kelly handed John a full plate of pancakes.

"Thanks," he said, smiling. Linda cocked an eyebrow at Kelly, who nodded subtly before taking her seat next to John and digging into her pancakes.

"So, what are you planning on doing today?" John asked Fred.

"I've been told in no uncertain terms that Linda and I are going to take care of checking our supplies and armor and you and Kelly are not to do anything. Today is your vacation day and tomorrow is ours." Fred grinned at the unhappy look on John's face. "Cheer up, Chief," he chuckled. "You'll have the gym to yourself, or you could catch up on your reading, or you could just sit in the hot tub until you turn into a human-shaped prune."

"We promise to let you know if there's something wrong," Linda added. "But otherwise, you aren't to do _anything_ that you two can't agree on."

Kelly chuckled softly at the stricken look on John's face. "Don't be such a downer," Kelly scolded.

"You could come to school with me," Kade offered. The adults chuckled and shook their heads fondly.

"Speaking of which, you'd better get ready," Fred told the youngster. "We'll take care of the dishes, go get dressed." Kade nodded in thanks and quickly left the kitchen.

"That includes you two," Linda told John as the large man stood to begin washing the dishes. "Gym, shower, nap, I don't care, but no doing the dishes today."

"You cooked," John protested.

"Fred's going to do them. Now scoot!" Linda slugged John hard in the shoulder to show her brother that she meant it. Kelly laughed at the affronted – and startled – look on John's face.

"Where to first?" he asked Kelly. She shrugged slightly.

"I feel like making good on that promise of a backrub," Kelly replied, steering him towards their room. "Then we'll see."

John nodded silently and let her precede him into the room. She stripped off her shirt and bra again and lay down on the bed on top of the covers. John gently sat next to her and started in on her lower back.

Kelly was silent as he worked his way up her back to her shoulders and then down along her arms. "Any particular spot you want me to work on?" he asked her occasionally. She always answered in the negative.

Once he had worked over her shoulders and neck, he gently began massaging her scalp and gently pulling her hair. Kelly hummed happily and moved until her head was in John's lap, rolling onto her back so she could look up at him.

"What are you thinking about?" John asked quietly as he worked his fingers through her tangled hair.

"How good this feels," she replied without opening her eyes.

John hummed quietly. He worked his way around her head and then she stopped him with a gentle touch on his wrists. "My turn," she murmured. She sat up and gently shoved him up against the headboard, sitting across his thighs. John let her pull off his shirt.

Kelly ran the palm of her hand over his right side, feeling the bumps and divots in his skin from numerous scars. "Tell me a story," she said softly. "You always had the best ones when we were kids. About the stars."

John chuckled softly. "Will had the best," he argued.

"The funniest. But yours were the overall best."

"Alright." John paused for a moment, likely gathering his thoughts as Kelly lightly wrote words across his stomach.

"Remember the one about the rabbit and the fox?" John asked quietly.

"Yes, but tell me anyway."

"Once upon a time, there was a rabbit named Kara. She was sleek and fat because she could hear anyone coming towards her. One day, while foraging in the meadow, she heard a fox sneaking up on her. She looked up, her nose twitching. She could hear the fox's heartbeat, his breathing. He was getting closer and closer. She froze, crouching low to the ground."

Kelly smiled, closing her eyes as she remember when John had first invented this story. They had been sitting around a fire late in the night, talking, when someone had asked John to tell a story. Will had just finished a long, elaborate joke about Innies and had added to the calls.

"And the fox crept closer. See, the fox was special, too. Not only was he the most handsome fox in the forest, with a bright bushy tail and sharp, clear eyes, but he could outrun a flying eagle and jump easily into the branches of a tree."

"I thought he could jump over Central Command," Kelly interrupted, stilling her hands on John's rib cage.

"Am I telling this story or are you?" Jon replied, flicking her shoulder.

"Go on."

"He was stalking the rabbit because he had heard about her amazing abilities. Being the top fox around, he wanted to be able to brag about eating the best rabbit. He wanted to brag about his prowess to the wolves, who hadn't been able to catch Kara; he wanted to brag to the fox king, who had chased Kara before. He wanted to show the slow bears and the egotistical mountain lions that he could catch Kara.

"So he stalked towards her, knowing she could hear him and knowing she would freeze, expecting him to be unable to see her." John shifted and suddenly his hands were on Kelly's back. "The rabbit," he said, drawing two fingers across her lower back, "quivered in fear." His fingers twitched, making Kelly draw in a short breath. "And the fox crept closer." His other hand walked slowly up her spine and then to the base of her neck. "He stopped." Kelly hissed softly as John pressed gently against the base of her skull. "And he prepared to pounce, knowing it would scare Kara into hopping away." The palm of John's hand whispered over Kelly's hair as he reoriented his hand to point down her back.

"He pounced at Kara." His hand lifted. "And Kara fled, bounding away." His hand on her lower back jumped to another part of her lower back. "He chased her through the meadow." Both hands touched down briefly; the "rabbit" bouncing away and the "fox" dragging more. Each sensation was slightly different and Kelly found her breathing starting to quicken. "He chased her into the trees." Now John's hands went up to Kelly's head and buried themselves in her hair. "Then onto a road." His hands trailed down her face and onto her shoulders, down her arms. "And finally into an alley in a human city." His hands came to a stop on her wrists, her palms now pressed flat against his chest.

"Kara couldn't hop over the fence at the end of the alley and slid to a stop." John's hand gripped Kelly's wrist gently. "The fox crept closer." He moved her hands closer together. "And closer. The fox smiled at Kara. 'At last,' he said, 'I will be the greatest hunter in the forest.'"

"But Kara was smart. She put her back feet on a hard, rough part of the alley floor. And the fox relaxed, thinking he had his prey. But then Kara jumped." John dropped Kelly's hand and lifted his; Kelly waited for his hand to touch down again but his hand stayed in the air. "And she jumped so high that she jumped into the stars." John's hand rested gently on Kelly's face, cupping her cheek. "She jumped over the humans' buildings and the trees and even the tallest mountain. She could hear the wind whistling past her as she jumped, and then there was no sound, because there is no sound in space."

"And behind her, she left the fox. He looked at the stars as she came to rest among them, her ears open to the sounds she couldn't hear anymore. And he knew he would never catch her on the ground, so he climbed to the roof of a building and jumped."

John's hand rose and fell on Kelly's elbow. "But he couldn't just high enough. So he found a higher building and he jumped again." This time, his hand landed on Kelly's shoulder. "But still, he wasn't high enough. He ran to the tallest mountain in the world and climbed to the peak, starving and exhausted. And he jumped again." John's hand landed lightly on Kelly's other cheek. "And this time, he made it, and he jumped into the stars, his tail large and fluffy and his legs long and lean."

"And they say," John said quietly, pulling Kelly closer, "that you can still see them chasing each other around the sky every night. The fox with his long legs, the rabbit with her keen hearing. But now she cannot hear and he cannot run when there is nothing to run on. So they are stuck."

Kelly grinned a bit and was about to speak when John pulled her closer. "But every once in a while," he continued quietly, his breath warm against her face, "you can see Kara and the fox get closer together." Kelly gasped softly as John sat up slightly, their lips brushing. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his.

She'd heard it described as electricity, a person's first kiss. Or warmth spreading through her. But there was none of that. His lips were soft and slightly larger than hers, and moist, like he'd licked them before kissing her. He breathed through his nose and the air cascaded over the lower part of her face; she breathed part of it in as she inhaled, picked up his scent as well as the smell of minty toothpaste.

Kelly leaned forward and pressed John back into the pillows behind him. Her fingers raised as if of their own accord and buried themselves in his hair, tilting his head back slightly. John's lips parted slightly and Kelly could hear his breathing quicken, his chest moving more quickly against hers.

John's hands slid down to her neck. One rested against her pulse and the other continued to her shoulder. Almost of its own accord, his tongue flicked out gently to lick his lips. It brushed against Kelly's lips and she stiffened slightly; under his palm, her pulse skyrocketed.

She drew back. She sighed, pressing her forehead to his. "John…" she breathed. Kelly could feel his eyelashes brush against her cheek as he blinked.

"Shhh." His voice was husky and his hand on her shoulder tightened into a gentle grip. He blinked again, his eyelashes brushed against her cheek. His chest expanded as he drew in a large breath and Kelly felt herself breathing in to match him.

They remained motionless for a moment, simply breathing. Then Kelly shifted and John opened his eyes. Kelly reached over and flicked on the lamp; John brought a hand up to shield his eyes.

"I don't remember the story finishing like that," Kelly murmured, smiling.

"I thought you might enjoy that ending more."

"I did." Kelly leaned further forward and kissed him again. They parted after a second this time, however. "What changed your mind?"

"Something you said." John slid his hand down her arm. "And things you didn't say. You're right. I don't like losing control. And I shouldn't make you suffer for it."

"So, what, you just changed your mind like that?"

"I've been thinking about it for a while, actually. It just took your words to bring it out. And…" John sat up a little more, smoothing Kelly's hair back from where it had fallen over one eye. "You weren't exactly leaving me with any choice."

"I'll have to use that again, then." Kelly grinned impishly.

They simply stayed in that position for several long minutes, simply looking at each other. John noticed features about Kelly he hadn't seen before, such as the way her eyes caught the light when she tilted her head slightly. Her blue hair was browning again at the roots, so she would need to dye it again. A red spot at the side of her nose said she either had or would soon have a small pimple there. A curling scar across her cheek almost looked like the letter "Z" with a sideways skew. Her eyes roved restlessly as she watched him, and her blue hair curled away from her scalp in waves.

Kelly, studying John, noticed how a muscle along the side of his jaw ticked with maddening regularity. It wasn't noticeable unless she looked for it, but now that she saw it, she found herself unable to look away. His chin was covered with barely-there stubble, less than a millimeter long. She knew his beard tended to grow in with a lighter shade of brown than his hair, not that he had ever intentionally grown a beard. His eyebrows were similarly lighter, as were his eyelashes. His blue eyes seemed frozen as he watched her, but instead of their usual icy-blue stillness, she sensed a warmth in them.

John shifted and sat up, drawing her up with him. "Feel like going to the gym?" he asked softly.

"Why? Bored already?" Kelly asked teasingly, standing.

"Restless." They put their shirts back on and John led the way to the gym.

_~~HALO~~_

"It all looks good," Fred said, straightening up with a soft groan. They had checked over each piece of the armor to ensure nothing had been damaged, though the chance was unlikely. "Lunch?" he suggested, glancing at a clock.

"Sounds good to me," Linda agreed. "The kids will probably take their lunch soon, too."

The pair headed back to the kitchen. Fred cleaned the table and set out plates, bowls, glasses, and silverware. He then stayed out of Linda's way and she quickly finished making lunch. They had just set out the food when the three children appeared in the doorway.

"Yay, lunch!" Jonathan screeched, jumping on Fred's back as the Spartan crouched to hug Lucy. "Piggy-back ride!"

Fred chuckled deeply and straightened, holding Jonathan in place with one arm and jogging around the room. Linda picked up Lucy and they gave chase to Fred and Jonathan while Kade washed his hands carefully in the sink.

Wendy and Terry appeared together as Linda and Lucy cornered the pair of boys against the fridge. Linda tickled Jonathan into submission while Fred submitted to Lucy as the child pinned him to the floor.

"Oh, I'm down!" Fred laughed as Lucy sat on his chest. "Mercy, mercy!"

"I got him!" Lucy crowed, grinning at her parents. "See, Daddy? I got him!"

"Looks like you did, sweetheart," Terry replied. "Now let him back up. It's time for lunch and I'm hungry."

Lucy stood up and went to the table, sitting next to Kade. Linda plopped Jonathan down next to his sister and then Terry and Wendy sat down as well. The two Spartans put the food on the table and they set to eating with many jokes from the two youngest children.

"What are you working on today?" Linda asked Kade during a lull in the chatter.

"I'm learning about the applications of Pythagorean's Theorem in mathematics, and about kinetic energy in science. I'm reading _A Dawn of the Oddest_ in English and am going to write a book report about it this afternoon when I'm done."

"And how goes trumpet practice?"

"Good. I'm learning some older pieces. I like them more."

"What do you like about them?"

Kade smiled slightly, glancing at his mother. "Mom says it's because they're easier, but I like them because they're much simpler, so the listener can let his own imagination fill in the blanks. But it can also invoke such emotion… It feels much more passionate."

Fred smiled slightly. "And what about flute?"

"I don't think I'll continue with it," the child admitted, glancing shamefully at Terry. "I just don't like how high-pitched it is, and I really don't like trilling. The trumpet sounds much better, to me."

"Well, I can respect your choice," Terry told his son, smiling gently. "The flute is not an instrument that everyone can like, just like not everyone enjoys the sound of the trumpet."

They finished the meal with Jonathan and Lucy similarly talking about their schooling and extracurricular activities. Then Linda and Fred took the children to the pool to run off some of their abundant energy while Terry and Wendy cleaned the kitchen.

"Where do you think John and Kelly are?" Linda asked quietly when they dropped the children back off in the conference room that served as their classroom. Wendy was waiting for them with their next lesson.

"Gym?" Fred guessed.

"Let's go see. I'd like a work-out either way." However, the pair weren't in the gym and Fred agreed not to go looking for them when Linda revealed what he had accidentally interrupted the day before.

"Come on," he chuckled richly as Linda bench-pressed weights under his careful eye. "Let's make a bet."

"I'm not a betting type of person," Linda replied.

"I know, but just for the fun of it."

"What on?"

"I bet a back rub that John and Kelly get in a fight by dinner."

Linda eyed him. "Let's hope not."

"Fine. Then I bet they finally get to it _after_ they get in a fight. By dinner."

"Why are we even betting on this?" Linda asked, huffing. "They're our siblings."

"Which is kind of awkward, in a way. I mean, it's almost incest."

"We're not related."

"I know. But we were raised as siblings. And I called you my sister until we became lovers."

Linda hummed in agreement.

"Do you take the bet?" Fred asked after they had switched places.

"Fine," Linda replied. "I know you're going to lose." She smirked when Fred raised an eyebrow curiously. "Woman's secret."

Fred rolled his eyes. "You girls and your gossip," he teased.

"You boys and your lack of communication."

"Hey, John and I talk!"

"About your relationships?"

"No," Fred allowed after a moment. "At least, not willingly. Not unless you prod me into it. It's his relationship, not mine. We can't hold their hands through it. Maybe it just won't work out between them."

Linda snorted. "Trust me, it will. John just needs to stop being so stubborn."

"And Kelly?"

"Needs a bit of a confidence boost herself."

"Kelly? Our Kelly? You do know who we're talking about here, right?"

"Yes, our Kelly," Linda replied. "Now, come on, why do we always end up talking about John and Kelly?"

"Because they're frustrating you and we want them to get together already."

"Tell me about your book. How's it coming?"

Fred grunted. "Writer's block," he sighed. "Bane of my existence now that the Covenant is disbanded."

"Where are you stuck?"

"I can't seem to put a battlefield into words. It seems so… trivial… compared to what really happens." Fred benched the bar and sat up, rubbing his neck. "How do you tell someone who's never been shot at what it's like to hear bullets flying past your head and waiting for that one you don't hear that kills you? Or what it's like to sit in mud until you can't ever remember being clean and dry? Or so hungry you think you'll eat the next insect that crawls by your post."

"Been there, done that," Linda joked quietly, smiling. "It sounds like you're doing a pretty good job of explaining it."

"But you have the background," Fred pointed out, moving to another weight machine. Linda stacked up the special weights that Terry had brought and he began moving the arms of the machine in and out, working his chest and upper back.

"Point," Linda agreed once Fred had found his rhythm. "What about your fiction?"

"Too many plot bunnies." The man chuckled sourly. "Publishers want _Death on Planet X_ within a month but all I can think about is _Space Junkies_."

"So write _Space Junkies_. Your brain won't let you down."

Fred nodded. "Can I run a few lines by you?"

"Of course."

"I'm looking for maximum humor," he began. Linda listened closely as Fred spoke in his "storytelling" voice, richer and lighter than his usual. She suggested changes and additions and they worked their way around the gym together as they talked.
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**Chapter 14: Shipboard Shenanigans Part II**

"John, are you dressed yet?" Kelly yelled through the door.

"I'm coming," John replied, straightening his collar and then opening the door.

He grinned upon seeing Kelly, who was dressed in a simple but elegant, and beautiful, suit. Her blouse was gauzy, the better to hide the scars on her arms, and draped over her torso, accentuating her smaller feminine charms. The matching dark blue pants flared slightly at the hip and then tapered to her ankles. She was barefoot for now, but her blue sandals sat by the door, next to John's own polished black shoes.

"Here," she huffed, eyeing his crooked collar. She reached up and gently tugged it straight. He was wearing a white button-down shirt with gold cufflinks and a simple black jacket over it with a small, elegant black bowtie. His pants were black as well, and he had a small dark blue pocket square stuffed in his breast pocket.

Kelly nodded in satisfaction and motioned for him to move out of the way. She stepped into the bathroom, leaving the door open, and leaned forward slightly, tilting her head to the side. Gently, she snapped on a pair of earrings, hissing softly with concentration. The earrings were small eagle heads, carved out of gold, with twinkling blue sapphire eyes.

Once the earrings were on, Kelly shook her head quickly to ensure they wouldn't fall off and, satisfied, pulled the matching necklace from the small cloth bag Wendy had given her. The necklace was a simple twisted gold chain with a deep blue sapphire set into the middle, said jewel carved into a Spartan eagle.

John's gold cufflinks were Spartan eagles with sapphire eyes and diamond claws, also a present from Wendy. Terry had given him the suit, tailored to fit, and given Kelly her formal clothes as well. His pocket square was embroidered with Spartan eagles, and the belt that came with the pants – merely for show, as they fit very well – had a clasp of eagle claws.

John reached forward took the necklace from Kelly gently, grinning. "Allow me," he chuckled softly. She turned slightly so he could loop the chain around her neck and lock the tiny clasp in back, brushing a few strands of newly-dyed blue hair out of the way. "There." He released her and she turned, looking at herself in the mirror.

"We actually look presentable," she murmured, turning her head and body rapidly as she observed herself from every possible angle.

"You look beautiful," John told her, wrapping an arm carefully around her shoulders to avoid mussing her clothing or hair.

"And you, handsome," she retorted, "look absolutely stunning." He snorted and leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to her lips.

They separated and Kelly turned off the light in the bathroom. Then the pair put on their shoes and John bowed gallantly at Kelly as he offered her his arm. "Charmer," she giggled, placing her hand on his forearm.

They joined Linda and Fred in the hallway. Linda wore a deep red Japanese-style kimono with gold embroidery that traced out Spartan eagles in minute detail. Her red hair had two golden eagle pins holding it up and her earrings and necklace were simple golden twins to Kelly's own with rubies instead of sapphires. Fred's suit matched John's except for the cream-colored shirt and rubies on his cufflinks.

John and Kelly led the way to the large conference room which, for tonight, was to be the ballroom. The children had already gone to bed, worn out from a long day of school and play, and the adults were free to enjoy their small party without distraction.

Randy, the young crewmember waiting to greet them at the door, blinked and dropped his jaw in shock when the four Spartans approached. He quickly recovered, however, and beamed at them, especially at the two women.

"Good evening, ladies, gentlemen," he said, grinning widely. True to the theme of the party, 2030 High School Prom, he wore a black suit, similar to the male Spartans' but with silver cufflinks and a green pocket square. "The party awaits." He held open the door and they passed through, pausing just inside to look around.

Most of the crew had decided to attend when they had been pleasantly surprised by invitations from Terry and Wendy. Those who hadn't, for various reasons, were on duty on the bridge, covering for their crewmates who were in the room.

The Spartans were the last to arrive, judging by the crowd. One wall had several tables set along it, stuffed with food and drink. A small early-2000s-style bar was set up as well, and the bartender behind it was mixing drinks by hand with enthusiasm.

Another wall was covered in replica 2000-era speakers, large, clunky things that vibrated in no particular order and didn't match the quiet music coming from the speakers overhead. The center of the "stage" on that wall was blank and clearly meant for photography opportunities.

His height allowing him to see over the heads of everyone present, John quickly spotted their hosts, standing next to the bar and chatting with a lively crewman.

Kelly grinned, enjoying the atmosphere of the party already. She tugged on John's arm and led him through the crowd, returning greetings when they were offered from the crewmen. By now, nearly a week into the voyage, the men and women working on the ship had become friendlier towards the super-soldiers.

Wendy glanced up, spotting the pair headed her way, and gasped quietly, covering her mouth with one hand. "Kelly?" she asked in disbelief, looking the older woman over. "Is that really you?"

Kelly chuckled and mock-bowed. "In the flesh, Wendy," she replied. "You look lovely."

Wendy's plump hips and waist were slimmed by her evening gown. The gown itself was a deep, rich green that brought out her eyes and the jade jewelry around her neck. Her hair was up in a neat, tidy bun pinned into place with a beautiful jeweled butterfly. Liberal but tasteful application of powders and creams had smoothed out the wrinkles on her forehead and the crow tracks around her eyes, while cherry-red lipstick brought out her thin lips and filled them.

Terry made a parting comment to his prior guests and then turned his attention to the Spartans. He put a hand to his heart and grinned cheekily at Kelly. "Damn, woman," he said teasingly. "You clean up nicely." He turned to John and shook the man's hand warmly. "As do you, of course."

"Thanks, Terry," the pair replied in unison. The former admiral was dressed in a tuxedo with a short tail, a pocket square in his breast pocket that matched his wife's dress. He wore white cloth gloves and silver cufflinks.

"Though crude, I would agree with my husband," Wendy added, grinning. She drew Kelly away and the pair leaned their heads together as they browsed the selections of delicate appetizers.

Fred and Linda, meanwhile, had caught up with their siblings and Terry turned his attention to them, praising Linda's gown and greeting Fred with a grin and conspiratorial wink and nudge.

John excused himself and walked through the crowd, stopping occasionally to exchange a few words of greeting and well-wishes with the partiers. He made it to his goal, however, and tapped Kelly on the shoulder.

"Are you done gossiping?" he asked teasingly. Kelly rolled her eyes at him.

"It's a good thing you're here," Wendy chuckled, patting Kelly's arm. "We're about to start up the music for dancing." John blinked and then grinned a bit as Wendy walked quickly away, a spring in her step.

Kelly held up a small pastry between two fingers in the shape of a lobster with tiny claws. "Taste this," she ordered.

"Will I like it?" John asked suspiciously, taking the delicate-looking tidbit carefully.

"How will you know until you try it?" Kelly smiled innocently at him and John shrugged in agreement, taking a small bite out of the lobster's tail. The first flavor was of buttery pastry crust, but then the bite of whatever was inside hit his tongue and John's eyes widened. Kelly smirked.

John swallowed the morsel and eyed Kelly, who was grinning like a devil. "Good, isn't it?" she asked.

"A little spicy," he replied, glad he hadn't eaten the whole thing in one go. "Where's the water?" He gave her back the lobster and winced internally as she tossed the rest of it in her mouth and licked her lips happily.

Kelly took pity on him and offered a cup of pink liquid. He eyed it, untrusting.

"It's just punch," she chuckled, taking a sip and offering the cup again. After seeing her eat the lobster pastry, however, he wasn't entirely sure what the punch could taste like. He sipped it tentatively and it soothed his tongue, making him sigh quietly in relief.

Kelly chuckled quietly at his expression. "I like them," she told him, popping another whole lobster pastry in her mouth. "I hope Linda knows how to make them."

"She can find out," Linda chuckled, coming up behind them. "Matty promised to show me how." Matty was the chef hired by Terry and Wendy for this party – and another on Kalgarro, once they got there.

"Can you make them less spicy?" John asked, eyeing the pale food.

Linda laughed. "Yes, I'm sure I can. You don't like the peppers?"

"Too spicy for my soldier's palate."

"Try this." Linda offered him a small, dainty-looking cookie that left a powdery residue on her hand when John took it gingerly. "It's a lemon cookie."

John took a tiny nibble out of the side and hummed in satisfaction. The lemon flavor was obviously in the powder coating the cookie, and was a subtle taste he could enjoy.

"These are good," he told Linda. "Better than the lobsters." Kelly rolled her eyes at him and offered a lobster to Fred. The male Spartan, forewarned by John's headshake, refused the morsel, showing Kelly that he already had a snack of a stick of green celery coated with peanut butter and dotted with tiny raisins.

They nibbled on their respective snacks for a few seconds longer when suddenly the room started quieting down and everyone turned their attention to the front. The four Spartans in the back could see over everyone and therefore saw Wendy and Terry at the front of the room. When silence fell, Wendy addressed the crowd.

"Thank you all for coming tonight and celebrating the winter holidays with my family and I," she said, projecting her voice over the room "Everyone looks amazing. I can't wait to speak to each of you individually. To the crewmembers, thank you for keeping the ship running smoothly and we look forward to another week with you." The crewmembers in the crowd cheered and then hushed again. "To our own friends, thank you for coming along with us." The four Spartans raised their hands in salute when the crowd turned to look at them. "Thank you to Matty for the wonderful food we are enjoying this evening." Everyone whooped and the plump cook, dressed in a mid-2040s dress, laughed and waved happily. "And, though they could not join us, we would like to thank the crewmembers who are keeping us all warm and happy while we celebrate.

"Now that all of our guests have arrived, we will start the real party. Please keep the dance floor clear for those who wish to dance. Our very own James Cutter has agreed to be our lovely DJ for the night." Everyone cheered as the much-loved crewmember jumped up onto the stage wearing a ridiculously large set of leather earmuffs. "He will take song requests if you have them. So, in the traditional blessing of the First Night, eat, drink, and be merry!"

The crowd cheered and the pair stepped off of the stage area. Music started booming from the speakers. All four Spartans winced slightly and then adjusted.

"How does anyone talk over this?" Kelly muttered, leaning close to John as she munched on another lobster pastry.

"I don't think that's the point," John replied with a soft chuckle.

Fred handed John his cup and bowed to Linda. "May I have this dance?" he asked cheekily, raising his voice to be heard over the music.

Linda grinned and the pair wandered off through the crowd. John tossed Fred's empty cup into a trashcan, which was a decorated crate with Lucy's signature scribbles all over it, and followed it with his own empty cup. Then he offered his arm to Kelly.

"What? No bow for me?" Kelly asked, taking his arm nonetheless.

John snorted quietly and they made their way through the crowd to the dance floor. They halted at the edge, watching the flow. Linda and Fred spotted them and beckoned them over to dance with the group they had joined.

"It's a lot more vigorous than I thought," Linda chuckled to Kelly as she copied a young woman dancing with abandon nearby.

A pair of dancers wandered by, the woman grinding into the man's pelvis as she swung her arms. They moved away and John raised an eyebrow at his siblings in silent comment.

"I feel stupid," Kelly grunted.

"Just feel the beat," a young man replied, having heard the comment. He slipped into the group and grabbed Kelly's hands. "Come on, Spartan!" he laughed, pulling her away. Kelly glanced at her siblings and John mercilessly shoved her forward. The young man led her into another group and they quickly surrounded her, showing her the moves.

John extracted himself from the dance while Linda and Fred got impromptu lessons from another group. He spotted Kelly dancing with the young man who had pulled her away and grinned slightly. It was good to see her laughing.

Terry and Wendy joined the younger adults on the floor as the song changed. At the front of the room, James was banging his head to the beat, one hand on his leather earmuffs. John wandered back to the tables of food, drinking some cool punch. The room was heating up quickly, though he could hear the faint sound of the fans turning on to draw off the heat to other parts of the ship that could use it.

"Enjoying yourself?" Matty asked, appearing at the Spartan's elbow.

John nodded. "What is in the lobsters?" he asked.

Matty grinned. "A mix of my own. Some special peppers. Enjoy them?"

"Not me," the Spartan admitted. "But Kelly loves them."

"Ahhhh." Matty tapped the side of her nose with a giggle. "I'll give Linda the recipe. What's your favorite?"

"I liked the lemon cookies, but I've only tried those and the lobster," John admitted.

"Tut." Matty shook her head in annoyance. "Come on, then." She led him around the tables, insisting that he try each of the delicacies she had prepared. Many, like the lemon cookies, he found he enjoyed. But others, especially the spicy ones, were not to his taste. Matty, true to her nature, made him taste everything on the table and tell her what he thought about it.

Kelly found the pair as John was trying to avoid tasting the lobster pastry again. Her face was slightly flushed and she was grinning wildly.

"There you are!" she cried upon seeing John. She nodded a greeting to Matty. "Matty, I love the lobsters." She reached past John and picked one up, popping it into her mouth happily. "Thank you for making them."

"You're welcome. I'll be sure to share the recipe with Linda," Matty promised. Someone called her name and the women hurried off.

"I need a drink," Kelly chuckled, fanning herself with one hand. "It's hot in here."

John escorted her over to the table with the punch bowl and water coolers on it. From behind the bar where he was bartending, Derek grinned at them. "Enjoying yourselves?" he asked, shaking a steel bottle between both hands.

Kelly nodded, sipping at the cold water. "What are you doing?" she asked curiously.

"Making a martini," Derek said, twisting the steel cap off of the elongated bottle and pouring a slushy liquid into a wide-mouthed glass with salt encrusted around the edges. He dropped a small green olive in and handed it to the waiting guest. "Want one?"

"What is it?"

Derek laughed. "I'll make you one and you decide." The two Spartans watched as he rinsed the steel bottle out, blasted it with air to dry it, then put it back down. "First, you add the ice. Not too much, not too little. Then your gin." He looked Kelly over and then selected one of the bottles filled with a clear liquid and poured a liberal amount in. "Then vermouth." He poured a red liquid into the mix. "Now shake." He offered the container to Kelly after securing the lid; she took it and, with a grin, shook the thing vigorously. "Not too hard," Derek chuckled. Kelly shook the mix until Derek held out his hand again and she gave him the steel container back to him. "And voila." He poured the drink, the ice obviously having melted, into a glass, put a small lemon peel on the rim, and handed it to her with a flourish. "Enjoy."

Kelly sniffed it carefully and made a face. She took a small sip and screwed up her nose as she swallowed. "I don't think it's my thing," she told Derek, handing the glass to John. "Try it."

John eyed it and then took a small sip. He raised an eyebrow at Derek, who was watching them out of the corner of his eye. "Like it?" the man asked.

John shook his head slightly. "Not really," he replied honestly.

"Let me try something else." Derek brought out another glass, this one already filled with a pale yellow liquid. "Try that."

John let the bartender take the martini glass and accepted the second offering. He sipped it. "It's lemonade."

Derek grinned and nodded. "Now off with you two." He handed Kelly a glass of her own lemonade and the pair wandered off as instructed. John sipped at his glass, enjoying the subtle yet tangy flavor.

They spoke at length with several of the crewmembers as they wandered through the room, returning occasionally to the tables for bites of food or another glass of punch or lemonade. Fred and Linda were similarly mingling. A week of close quarters had led to a friendliness between crew and Spartan team more rapidly than expected.

John noticed that, around midnight, his internal systems started alerting him that something was off. He noticed that Kelly, too, was smiling dreamily between focusing on their conversation. "Are you tired?" he asked her quietly.

"Hmmm?" Kelly shook her head slowly. "No, not tired. Just… Happy." She smiled and looked over at Derek's bar. "I want another glass of lemonade, though."

"Alright." John went back to the bar and asked Derek for another lemonade; the man looked at the Spartan carefully.

"How many have you had?" he asked.

"Four," John replied.

Derek's eyebrow rose. "Four? And you look perfectly fine."

"Of course. Why?"

Derek blinked and then blinked again. "Uh, John? You do know what hard lemonade is, right?"

John shook his head. He knew what lemonade was – it was a favored drink for soldiers because sometimes water just didn't cut it and lemonade was easy to make from packets or even jugs of powdery mix. But he wasn't sure what hard – or soft, for that matter – lemonade was.

"Oh, Lords." Derek looked up and around, then waved at someone. "John, where's Kelly?"

"Over there." John waved a hand. "Waiting for her lemonade."

"You two need a cold shower," Derek chuckled, leaning forward to peer into the Spartan's eyes. "I'm surprised you're not affected more, considering your lack of experience."

"You waved?" Terry asked, coming up to John's elbow.

Derek turned to the former admiral. "Yes, sir. I think I got your Spartans drunk."

Terry did a double-take and looked at John. "Drunk?" he repeated slowly. He stared at John.

"I'm not drunk," John retorted, shaking his head. While he hadn't been drunk before, he _had_ been on plenty of drugs to know how to tell if his mind was incapacitated. A quick run-through of the Terrier problem proved that, while slower than usual, his brain was working fine.

"Okay, tipsy. And I think Kelly is, too."

"We're fine, sir," John protested.

"Alright, well, no more hard lemonade for you two. Stick to punch and water."

John nodded and took a cup of punch back to Kelly. Behind him, he could hear Derek cracking up into belly-aching laughter.

"How are you feeling?" John asked Kelly when he handed her the punch.

"Fine. Where's the lemonade?"

"We've been cut off. It's alcoholic."

"Oh." Kelly frowned, then grinned again. "Well, that makes sense. I was starting to feel funny."

John snorted. He spotted Linda and Fred and waved them over. "Beware of the lemonade," he told them in an undertone.

"Get a little tipsy, Chief?" Fred asked, smirking.

The larger man shook his head slightly. "I'm guessing I'm fairly close. Kelly's a little… farther along." Kelly punched him but John ignored her. "Just… Don't go crazy with it, alright?"

"John, _we_ already knew about the hard lemonade."

"Thanks for the warning."

Fred chortled. "Just try wine sometime. In fact…" He wandered towards Derek's bar. Linda glanced between the pair of Spartans.

"How tipsy are you feeling?" she asked John.

"I'm not feeling tipsy," John argued. "It'd take a lot more than whatever was in those drinks to make my tipsy." Linda waved away his objection. "I'm a little slower than usual."

Linda pursed her lips unhappily and nodded sharply. "Just… Don't overdo it."

"I have no intention of "overdoing" anything."

Linda snorted and followed after Fred. John shook his head at his siblings and turned back to Kelly. "Another dance?" he suggested.

"Nah," Kelly grunted, tossing back her punch and lobbing the cup over the crowd squarely into the trashcan. A few who had witnessed the shot cheered. "My coordination is just fine and I want more lemonade." She marched off towards the bar.

John palmed his face briefly before following her. Fred, drinking a dark red liquid from a tall glass, grinned at him. "Got you something," he told Kelly before the woman could demand another lemonade from Derek. He handed her a glass that matched his filled with a clear liquid.

"What is it?" she asked suspiciously.

"The good stuff." Fred sipped his drink. "Are you going to try it or not?"

"Smells funky." But Kelly shrugged and tossed the liquid back, making Fred reach forward quickly.

"Not that fast!" he laughed, taking the glass as Kelly's eyes widened and she coughed thickly. John put an arm around her shoulders as she leaned over, still coughing.

"You alright?" he asked, concerned.

"Yeah," Kelly gasped, tears in her eyes. She straightened again and socked Fred hard in the shoulder. "You asshole. What was that?" She wiped her eyes and fanned herself. John released her, silently concerned.

"Tequila," Derek answered breathlessly, still giggling. "I was going to warn you…"

"Betrayer." Kelly picked up a lobster pastry and a cup of punch and followed the former with the latter to rinse the taste from her mouth. "Ugh, that was horrible."

"I figured you might not like it. John?" Fred offered the glass to John.

"No, thanks."

"Just try a sip of it."

John shook his head. Kelly waved at Derek. "Lemonade, you monster."

"Kelly-"

"Don't give me nonsense about getting drunk. Do you know how hard it would be to get one of us drunk?"

"I'm not willing to find out. Besides, Mr. Hood already cut you off for the night."

Kelly growled unhappily and set her cup of punch down. "Do you have any water, then? I'm tired of punch."

"Here you go." Derek handed her a cold cup of water. "I suggest you take it easy for the next hour and see how your system does."

Kelly mock-saluted and headed back into the crowd. Fred handed his glass back to Derek for more wine while John followed Kelly. After drinking her cup of water, Kelly dragged John onto the dance floor to a slow song. The music was slow and somber enough to make them both drowsy; people were starting to leave and, glancing at the clock on the wall, John was surprised to find that time had slipped away without him. It was nearly six in the morning, when he and his siblings would usually be getting up.

With the crowd thinning, it was easy for Terry to find him. "The party's breaking up," the former admiral told the Spartan. "Don't worry about being around today; everyone's going to be sleeping this off."

Kelly yawned and bared her teeth with a grin. "I'll be asleep for a while. Thanks for the party, Terry."

"You're welcome." Terry grinned. "Next time, go easy on the tequila, yeah?" He walked away chuckling as Kelly blushed and muttered something as she leaned into John's chest to hide her blush.

"Hmm?" John hummed, thinking how pleasant it was to just stand there in the warm room, Kelly leaning against him, while soft music played overhead.

"Time for bed," Kelly muttered sleepily. She rubbed her nose against his shirt, apparently scratching an itch, and then backed up a pace, still holding his hand. Her eyes were slightly crinkled around the edges, her pupils larger than normal. John looked at her worriedly for a minute but she shook her head at his scrutiny.

Looking around, John realized he'd lost track of more than time but also Fred and Linda. The pair had already left. John gathered his jacket from where he'd set it on a peg when the room warmed up beyond a comfortable level and he and Kelly left the warm room.

By contrast to the room, the hall was chilly and the pair slipped into their room quickly. John hung his jacket up by the door and leaned over to untie his shoes. He looked up, however, when a quiet _thump_ alerted him to Kelly falling on their bed.

"Tired?" he chuckled, going back to unlacing his shoes.

"Exhausted. Which is stupid." Kelly grunted and rolled over onto her back, kicking her sandals at the door. They hit the wall and fell into a heap next to John. "I've been up more than one night in a battlefield and haven't felt this tired."

"Parties are different. There's no adrenaline keeping you going." John put his shoes next to Kelly's sandals after he straightened them out. "And being social is more exhausting than post, I think." He grinned as Kelly snorted in agreement.

He unbuttoned his shirt and unbuckled his belt as Kelly lay bonelessly on the bed. "John?"

"Hmmm?" John put the belt over the back of a chair and tossed his shirt in the wash bin.

"I want to get drunk." John blinked and looked over at Kelly. "Not _drunk_ but… I like this. I feel like I'm floating. I can see why people get addicted to booze." John eyed her carefully, trying to decide whether she was jerking his chain or being serious. He pulled off his pants and socks and tossed them into the hamper.

"You're barely tipsy. How would you know what drunk feels like?"

Kelly giggled. "Can I tell you a secret?"

John raised an eyebrow. Giggling was certainly not Kelly's usual response to such a question, nor was _asking_ about sharing a secret. Not that they had secrets between them anyway. Suddenly, John was _very_ eager to hear what secret she'd kept from him.

To distract himself from coming up with possibilities of what the secret was – ranging from having gotten bored of their relationship to, ludicrously, her wanting to leave the military – he pulled her upright and unbuttoned her shirt for her, since she wasn't cooperating.

"Of course you can," he told her quietly. Her breath was warm and laced with the faintest hint of lemon.

"I've been drunk before." Kelly leaned forward, trapping his hands against her chest from where he had been working through the buttons on her shirt. She pressed her lips to his while he stared at her, unsure of what he had just heard. "Back in training."

"How… What?" John freed his hands and grabbed Kelly's hands, stopping her from tugging at her necklace as she tried to remove it.

"In training," she repeated, grinning conspiratorially. "The trainers had a bunch of booze in their mess. We snuck out one night and got into it."

"And you got drunk?"

"So did Sam and Will and Jess and Mick," Kelly said, grinning. "But we knew you and Fred would just freak so we didn't bring you… You're a real stick in the mud, did you know that?"

John grunted as he managed to unfasten her necklace and put it on the bed table. "Kelly, why…?"

"It was my idea," she continued, interrupting him. John sat her down on the bed and sat next to her. She stared at the far wall, a small smile on her face. "But Will was totally into it. And Sam planned the evening watch so we were all on together. Then when our shift was done, we went to the trainer's mess, broke into the booze cabinet, and had our way with their drinks. Not that we could drink them all…" She grinned, her voice tilting higher as it had been when they had been children together. "And Jess started _singing_ so loudly and we had to shut her up, you know, so they – or you – didn't catch us. And Mick wouldn't stop trying to get in my pants, which was stupid, 'cause I didn't like him _that_ way. And then Will started singing, too, and we had to get out of there 'cause someone heard."

John rubbed a hand across his face. "How drunk did you get?"

"Pretty drunk. I mean, I wasn't feeling good the next day. But Will was the worse. Poor Will." Kelly giggled again. "He kept throwing up. Chief thought he had the flu."

Shaking his head, John thought he recalled the day she was talking about. "And what happened to the rest of the booze?"

"What we couldn't drink we poured out. Or gave the dogs." Kelly laughed and John had to snort in amusement. "Those damn dogs were always ratting us out on exercise runs, so we figured we'd get them tipsy so they couldn't chase us."

John shook his head again and returned to helping Kelly get undressed as she rambled about their siblings, especially the ones who hadn't made it through augmentation. "And Mick – you know, I think I would have made it with Mick if he'd made it through," she mused after a few moments of quiet. John raised an eyebrow as he tossed her pants into the hamper, followed by her shirt. "I mean, you're nice and all, but damn, John. Mick was just downright _beautiful_."

"Thanks," John said sarcastically.

"And, well, you know, you weren't exactly a girl's best friend back then. You are such a stick in the mud."

"You already said that."

"It bears repeating." Kelly fumbled with the bra catch and then sighed. "Get this thing off me," she growled, turning her back to John. He quickly unclasped it and she threw it across the room, missing the hamper. Her underpants soon followed.

"You need to be less of a stick in the mud," Kelly told John sternly as he helped her get her earrings off.

"I'm working on it," he promised, setting her earrings next to the necklace.

"Good." Kelly yawned hugely again and climbed into the bed, crawling under the covers. "Get the light, stick in the mud."

John sighed. "You're so much fun when you're tipsy," he told her, flicking off the overhead light and climbing into bed.

To his surprise, Kelly wiggled around until she was on top of him, her legs clamped firmly around his hips. He grunted as she wiggled around slightly. Without a word, she leaned down, using her weight to pin him, and pressed a warm kiss to his lips. John returned it and then pulled back slowly. When he reached up to roll her over, she grabbed his hands and pushed his arms above his head, pinning his wrists against the headboard.

"I'm in charge tonight, stick in the mud," Kelly breathed quietly, shifting her hips backwards until she was sitting on his thighs.

"Kelly…" John said warningly as she leaned forward again. She ignored him and pressed another kiss to his lips. He could feel his resistance melt away as he returned it. When he opened his mouth to breathe in, she caught his lower lip between her teeth and bit it gently, making him gasp quietly.

She nipped his nose and then leaned farther forward and caught his ear between her teeth. Her tongue flicked out against his earlobe and he jumped slightly at the electricity that coursed through him as a result. Kelly chuckled deeply and nibbled on his ear for a few seconds. John's muscles tensed as she pressed a soft kiss to his neck and then bit his collar bone hard enough to hurt.

Kelly released his hands and John placed them on her hips, intending to roll her off and pin her. But Kelly anticipated his move, of course, and growled softly, nipping his neck. "Don't you dare," she snarled, teeth clamped gently but warningly on the tender skin under his jaw. John lifted his hands in surrender.

Kelly kissed his neck and then his mouth again. She shifted her hips forward and licked John's lips. He opened his mouth slightly and she leaned farther forward, shoving her tongue into his mouth. She tasted like warm lemonade and the spicy lobster pastries. John bit her tongue gently, which made her shudder. He could feel her tense up as he put his hands back on her hips but, instead of rolling them over, he left them resting there so he could concentrate on other things. And he needed his concentration because Kelly was demanding, he found out that night. By the time they actually fell asleep, both were satisfied, overheated, and exhausted.


	15. When Tragedy Strikes

**Chapter 15: When Tragedy Strikes**

John smiled behind his visor, looking over the bay. Three Pelicans rested in it – they would be going to Kalgarro permanently and already had the local police force's emblems blazoned on their hulls and sides. They would also be repainted into the bright blue and yellow that marked emergency vehicles.

"When do I get to learn how to drive?" Jonathan asked, bouncing on John's shoulder.

"When I'm dead," Terry muttered, grinning slightly. John chuckled.

"When your parents say you're ready," John replied to the child. "And you fly a Pelican, you don't drive it."

"Yeah, but cars are so boring. Why don't we have flying cars like in the movies?"

Terry patted the hull of the Pelican next to him with a fond smile. "Because the parking spaces would be way too big," he told his son jokingly.

"Really?" Jonathan asked, falling for the bait.

"That's one reason. But think of how many people hit each other when only moving in two dimensions."

"Oh." Jonathan sighed. "The Elites use them!"

"Sangheili, Jonathan – I shouldn't have to remind you of that."

"Yes, Dad," the boy sighed. "But the _Sangheili_ use flying cars!"

"Their planet is much larger and their population much smaller. They are also much stricter than we are with our respective children."

"Well… I guess I'd rather be a human and get spoiled than a Sangheili and get to fly a flying car," Jonathan sighed sadly.

John was about to reply when the back of his neck tingled. Without pausing for thought, he grabbed the former admiral around the wrist, spun, and ran for the hatch that led into the ship. Terry barked in surprise – and likely pain since John had a death grip on his wrist – and Jonathan screamed shortly as John transferred him from shoulder to chest.

The bay exploded around them; John set his magnetic soles automatically and grabbed onto a Pelican restraining tether. Jonathan clung to his chest armor, as he had so many times before; it was an automatic response that John was grateful for now because it freed up his arm to grab the strap.

John looked over his shoulder. The three Pelicans meant for Kalgarro were gone; the black maw of space yawned at them. Explosive decompression meant they had a few minutes to get back inside before the two without suits were in danger.

But the bay wasn't secured – this was a civilian ship and they hadn't been expecting trouble. Crates of supplies and entire cargo pallets started sliding. John saw a crate bouncing towards them and pulled Terry forward, crouching. His armor would have to take the brunt of the impact – he wrapped the Pelican tether around his arm and crouched, turning his back on the sliding pallet.

Dimly, he could hear Jonathan whimpering and crying – he hoped he wasn't crushing the boy, but there was nothing he could do about it. The cargo impacted; he grunted with pain but the tether – and his arm - held, and the cargo slid around them, towards the black.

"Hold on," John roared through his loudspeakers. Terry transferred his grip to John's armor, one arm around Jonathan; had they been in any other situation, John would have compared himself humorously to a mother koala. As it was, though, he simply hoped they could manage to cling to him.

Hand-over-hand, he pulled himself along the Pelican strap to its meeting point with the floor. He was still fifteen meters from the hatch, which had sealed itself automatically. John knew the override – simple habit would now save all their lives, if he could get to the hatch.

Another pallet slid towards them. This one was heavier than the last, or it would have moved earlier; John couldn't bulwark himself against it and hope not to get thrown into space. He gathered himself and jumped, releasing the Pelican strap. He barely made his target, laden as he was with the two passengers, and grabbed onto the rough rectangle of a control center. It had handles for just this occasion, but they wouldn't be able to support a fully armored Spartan and his passengers for long.

He manipulated the controls quickly; one of the Pelican-lifting cranes slowly moved towards them, extending its hook.

Before it could reach them, though, another piece of debris careened wildly into them. John closed an arm around Jonathan, keeping the boy secure – but he knew something was wrong as the piece of debris slid over the group and he looked back.

Terry's mouth was open with surprise and fear as he floated away. John reached for him even though he knew it was useless; the former admiral did as well, but he was already half-way through the bay. The man knew his fate; he tried to smile and pointed to Jonathan. The message was clear. _Save my son, Spartan_.

John nodded, winking his headlights to let the admiral know he understood. The man relaxed and started tumbling through space; John looked away.

Jonathan was crying but the years of using the Spartans as jungle-gyms paid off; he could hold onto John through almost anything. Still, John stood for a moment, gathering his tattered thoughts, with one arm around the boy.

The crane reached them; John programmed its new path into the control center and grabbed the hook. It dragged them – slowly – towards the hatch. The bay had nearly decompressed, which meant Jonathan was in real danger.

"Jonathan," John said, turning his loudspeakers to full volume. "Empty your lungs, Jonathan – don't breathe in."

The boy either understood or didn't; he was pressed too tightly against the man's armor for John to see if he was breathing. Jonathan knew the dangers of space; if he'd heard, he'd know what John meant.

They reached the hatch and John palmed the release. The interior was still pressurized and started decompressing; John pulled them through the hatch and kicked the emergency handle. It snapped shut and John staggered upright. The warning lights were flashing in the hallway, and he was sure the alarm was sounding even if he couldn't hear it for the ringing in his ears.

"John!" Kelly ran towards him.

"Jonathan, you can breathe," John said, peeling the boy from his chest and handing him to Kelly. The child sobbed and clung to the woman.

"What's happening?" Kelly asked the Spartan, patting the boy soothingly.

"We've been attacked," John replied, thoughts still muddled. He shook himself; he could mourn Terry – and blame himself for not following military protocol with the bay's shipment – later. For now, he had a promise to keep.

Kelly didn't snap, "Obviously," but she was definitely thinking it.

"Into your armor," John ordered, taking Jonathan back. The boy latched onto his armor again, his tiny arms trembling with fatigue – the rest of him trembled for other reasons.

"Yes, sir." Kelly snapped a salute and took off.

John jogged towards the family's cabins and found Lucy and Kade cowering in their room. They ran to him with sobs of relief when he found them under the bed.

He crouched and put Jonathan on his feet for a minute. They wanted him to take off his helmet, but they didn't ask him.

"Kids," John said, then halted. What could he say to them? _Your father's dead and we need to get you off this ship._ He cleared his throat. "I need you to do exactly what we say," he continued. "We're being attacked and we need to get you into the emergency escape pods."

"What about Mom and Dad?" Kade whispered.

John sighed. "We'll try to find Wendy," he promised.

"D-dad was w-w-with us," Jonathan sobbed. "Where is he?" The boy grabbed John's hand, tears streaming down his face.

"He needs you to be strong, Jonathan," John replied, picking the boy up.

Linda, fully armored, burst into the room, making John whirl about and the kids scream in fear. She halted her head-long rush, however, and knelt in front of Lucy before picking her up. Fred came in next and gathered Kade. The boy didn't even try to insist he could walk; he simply held onto the Spartan's chest armor like his siblings.

"The crew?" John asked harshly over the radio, turning off his loudspeakers.

"Trying to keep the ship intact long enough for us to get the kids off," Linda replied, her voice dropping into the completely blank tone they hadn't heard since semi-retiring.

"Does anyone have eyes on Wendy?"

"No, sir," Kelly replied. "She's not in her rooms."

"Let's find her if we can," John decided. Linda handed him a pistol; he clicked the safety off and moved Jonathan slightly so he could aim and fire without worrying about hitting the boy with either the gun or the ejected casings.

"Diamond formation," he ordered his siblings, stepping into the corridor. "Children in the middle." He took the back so Jonathan could cling to his chest and remain protected; Kade and Lucy moved so they were on their Spartan's side. It would impede their fighting, but the children couldn't keep up otherwise. Kelly took point with her rifle.

They jogged through the corridors. The ship rocked as something heavy hit it – John suspected they were being attacked by Kig-Yar pirates, which meant the ship was about to be decimated. The yacht was a civilian construction and didn't have the three-meter-thick armor that had barely protected the UNSC warships.

John saw debris – and blood – ahead and ordered the children to close their eyes. Let them think it was to protect them from the smoke as they passed; the young ones coughed harshly.

"Three crew, sir," Kelly said. "Plasma rifles."

That confirmed that it was either Kig-Yar or Sangheili rebels. Kelly turned over a corpse with her foot – whatever had attacked them, the crewmembers hadn't stood a chance. The man's eyes stared in death and fear; she didn't take the time to close them and they moved on.

Kelly winked her red light a moment later and the three Spartans with their precious cargo halted, forming together to keep the children protected from attack. Kelly's rifle roared in the passageway ahead; John watched their six to make sure their enemy wasn't trying to ambush them.

"Kig-Yar, sir," Kelly said after a moment of silence, disgust in her voice. "Pirates, by the looks of them – but well-armed pirates."

"Kelly, come take Jonathan," John ordered. She trotted back and they managed to transfer the boy, though he sobbed when he lost contact with Spartan armor. His eyes were still tightly screwed shut.

"You three, get the kids to the escape pods and wait for me there," he ordered, handing Kelly his pistol and taking her rifle. "I'll go find Wendy and whoever else I can. If I don't report in five, get out of here."

"Yes, sir," the Spartans replied. They jogged away; John slapped a new magazine in to the rifle and quickly jogged towards the ship's weight room. Wendy enjoyed a morning workout, usually.

He passed and killed three more Kig-Yar patrols. They were clearing the ship and looting it; they seemed surprised to see a Spartan on board. They were armed with the forearm shields that had made them so devastating in the beginning of the war, but John's armor – old as it was – had superior shielding and he waded into their plasma without flinching.

He found Wendy, as he had thought, in the weight room. He dropped to his knees beside her, limbering his rifle. She opened her eyes weakly when he touched her shoulder.

"John…" She coughed; blood speckled her lips. Trapped under a heavy weight machine, she was pinned to the floor by a two-inch tube through her stomach.

"I'm here, Wendy," he said quietly, stripping off his gloves and helmet. "Stay still." He looked for a way to lift the machine off her, but it was hopeless. She would bleed out in moments if the bar through her stomach was removed.

"The children…" She gasped weakly, tears of pain streaming down her face.

"We have them," he reassured her. "They're safe – all three."

"Thank the Lord." She closed her eyes, the pain in her face easing slightly. "Terry?"

"I couldn't save him."

Wendy gripped John's hand. She had been holding her stomach, trying to reduce the bleeding; the blood on her hands made them slippery, but John knew how to hold onto bloody things and squeezed gently, wishing he could transfer some of his energy into her.

"You did all you could," she said, her voice faint. "John…"

John brushed her hair out of her eyes with one hand, smearing her blood on her forehead. "Shhh," he murmured. She would pass soon – the light in her eyes was already dimming.

"Take care of them, John." Wendy struggled to find his gaze; he put a hand on the side of her face and she closed her eyes, leaning into his hand. Her breath was coming in short gasps which rattled in her chest wetly. Her lungs were bleeding.

"I will," he promised, his throat tightening. He'd seen death – he'd even helped soldiers in their final moments, doing just this. But he _knew_ Wendy – on some level, he loved her. It was totally different.

Her hands twitched; she opened her eyes again, looking at something John couldn't see. "Terry?" Her face transformed – there was no pain in her eyes and she looked younger as she smiled, her blood-stained teeth glinting wetly. She was utterly at peace for a single moment.

Then she sighed and her hands went limp, her face falling to the side onto John's hand. He sat for a minute with her, a fine shiver traveling along his body as he stared at her.

"Sir?"

Kelly's voice through the radio shook John from his frozen position; he released Wendy's hands, crossing them gently over her chest and smoothing her hair back. The blood on his hands colored the greying blonde hair and he closed her eyes. He took the wedding ring from her finger – she hadn't been wearing any other jewelry in the gym, but the Kig-Yar did not deserve to find the symbol of her marriage. He dropped the ring into his thigh pocket.

"Wendy's dead," he said gruffly, putting his gloves back on. They squished in the encasing gel; John had forgotten the sensation of wearing another person's blood and wished he had taken the time to clean his hands. But he couldn't. They had to move.

"Start up the pod," he ordered, getting to his feet. "On my way."

"Roger," Kelly replied, voice subdued. "Better hurry, sir. The ship's integrity is failing quickly. The crew is evacuating."

He sprinted through the hallways, ignoring the Kig-Yar patrols unless he had to wade through them. They met deaths much faster and cleaner than Wendy's, delivered by a whirlwind of green armor they had never thought to face.

Linda stopped him before he climbed into the pod; they had a few seconds before the ship tore itself apart and she didn't want the children scarred even more. She and Fred used several towels to wipe the worst of the blood from John's armor while he scrubbed Wendy's blood from his hands and then put his gloves back on.

The three of them marched into the emergency pod. The civilian yacht was equipped with several such "pods," though they didn't fit the description of any pod John had seen before.

The boat was built for comfort as well as style. The children were strapped into chairs, but the chairs were soft and white instead of hard and grey. Couches along the wall had seatbelts as well. There were several holoscreens on the ceiling to entertain passengers.

The cockpit was sealed from the main cabin. John winked his green light; Kelly floated them smoothly out of the airlock. Rather than speeding away, which would alert the Kig-Yar to survivors – and, in their greedy minds, survivors meant loot – Kelly set the boat to tumbling as though it had been ejected from the ship's own destruction.

They started falling towards Kalgarro and John quietly accessed the cameras, feeding their view into his visor. He watched the ship as it tore itself apart, the Kig-Yar pirate ship hovering over it. They would strip the ship of anything useful, including parts, and then incinerate the rest by pushing it into a sun's gravity well. No trace would remain.

The children were absolutely silent; John would have preferred they cry and scream. He crouched next to Jonathan, but the boy didn't seem to see him.

"Shock," Linda said quietly over the radio, similarly crouching next to Lucy. "They need medical attention."

John agreed silently. He'd rescued children from planets before, and they had often had the same wide-eyed stare and slack expressions.

"ETA two hours," Kelly said over the radio. "Once we're out of sight, I'll fire the engines up. They pinged us but we're running dark, and the ship… Is more exciting."

"Are there any other escape pods?" John asked.

"One. They fired their engines. The Kig-Yar caught them." Kelly's voice was laced with half-controlled anger.

The rest of the voyage was silent. The children stared at the back of the cabin, occasionally blinking. Once they were far enough away from the carnage, Kelly fired the jets and they sailed towards Kalgarro.

Kelly hailed the ship's defenses – a pithy force of ten Pelican-sized "fighters" – and they formed up around the incoming pod, just in case the Kig-Yar showed up again. They fell through the atmosphere, the ship jolting and jostling them all. John had been through a lot worse and knew Kelly was trying to keep it gentle for the children.

They touched down in the middle of the local UNSC base and Kelly immediately opened the hatches.

Several medical teams met them. Now, faced with being separated from the Spartans, the children finally reacted.

John buffered his helmet's microphones as Jonathan shrieked when the Spartan tried to hand him to a nurse. The boy clung to the man's armor and adamantly refused to let go. He ignored the gentle nurse's soft voice and tried to smack her when she reached for him.

"No! No no no no no!" He kept screaming it, holding tight to John. Lucy was similarly unwilling to let go of Linda, but she was utterly silent about it, simply refusing to cooperate.

"Jonathan," John said, turning on his exterior speakers. "The nurses need to make sure you're alright."

"No! No no no!"

The nurse shook her head quietly, looking up at the Spartan. "Will you come into the clinic? We can make sure nothing's… broken, at least."

John nodded and gently put an arm around the boy. That stopped Jonathan's howls, at least. Linda, seeing their solution, followed them. Kade was trying to be strong, trying not to cry, but he started trembling every time Fred let go of his hand to the point where he couldn't walk or speak. So Fred carried the older boy as well.

The doctors tried to examine Jonathan, but he bit anyone who came too close. John, even though he hated himself for it, silently ordered them to put the boy to sleep. He held the child gently but firmly as the doctor injected the drug, and Jonathan's eyes quickly fluttered closed. Then he put the boy down on the bed, told the doctors to care for him, and went out to gather his teammates.

Kade wouldn't stop shivering but he let Fred go, unwilling as he was to be alone. Lucy had to be tranquilized before she would let go of Linda's hand.

"Kelly, find the armory and find us weapons," John ordered in the clinic's lobby. Kelly ran off and John turned to his brother. "Fred, find us a ship – and don't bother with protocol." Fred saluted and jogged away. "Linda, you're with me."

"Yes, sir," Linda replied quietly.

They marched across the base from the clinic to the command headquarters, where John marched through the doors and up to the secretary, who stuttered herself insensible trying to figure out how she was facing two Spartans.

Linda silenced the woman by leaning forward so that the woman could see herself in the Spartan's visor. "Where is the CO?" Linda asked quietly.

"Th-there… Third door down…" She pointed to a hallway branching off to the left; John and Linda headed that way quickly.

John knocked at the door and strode in without waiting for a response. Three men in the room looked up and then two of them turned white.

"S-s-spartans," one muttered, shooting to his feet. "You're not supposed to be here…"

John cut the man off, turning to address the person sitting behind the desk. He'd interrupted a meeting – but he found himself not caring in the least.

"Sir," John said, "there are Kig-Yar pirates two hours from this location. They destroyed Lord Hood's private yacht, killing him, his wife, and all the crew in the process. Your colony is in danger. We're going to remove them."

"You're requesting permission?" the man behind the desk asked, standing.

"No, sir," John replied.

The man turned red with anger. "Now, listen here, _Spartan_," he started to spit.

John strode forward, intentionally crowding the room by beckoning for Linda to follow him in. "Sir," he said, pitching his voice to the dangerous rumble that was as much warning as his size, "do _not_ interfere. I am under direct orders to protect the former admiral and his family. Their children are still in danger while those pirates are out there, and I intend to wipe those pirates out. Which you would have done if you were worth your stripes. We have commandeered a ship for this purpose, and we will arm ourselves from your armory."

"I'll have your head for this!" the man promised savagely. "You can't just…"

"I can, and I am." John turned; Linda moved sideways, further crowding the men in the room, and the Spartans marched out of the room.

They hurried out of the building and back to the airfield, where Fred was waiting for them in an ancient-looking Hawk. "She's crap," Fred said over the radio. "But she's the fastest they've got on the ground at the moment."

"She'll have to do," Kelly replied. "I've got supplies, Chief. You aren't going to like it."

"What've we got?" John asked as he and Linda boarded. Fred immediately sealed the hatches and they screamed down the runway.

"Two old rifles, a newer rifle, a dozen pistols, a sniper rifle – an older model – and three cases of ammo, plus a grand total of three grenades. The rest was out – either on the ranges or…"

_Or the commander here either sold it for cash or never requisitioned proper arms_, John finished grimly. He looked over the stash, took an older rifle and two pistols and one grenade, giving Kelly one as well. Linda filled her ammo pouches with extra clips for the sniper rifle.

Before gathering his own mags, though, John pulled Wendy's ring from his thigh pocket and pulled his helmet off. The only safe place to keep it would be on the chain holding his dog tags; he threaded the chain through the ring quickly, tucking it back into his armor and then resealing his helmet.

"ETA one hour," Fred said from the cockpit. "This ship's faster than she looks."

Unspoken, however, was the fact that they still might be too late to catch the pirates.


	16. Revenge
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**Chapter 16: Revenge**

"Everyone get something to eat and drink," John ordered, popping open the ship's emergency rations. He tossed Kelly and Linda each a water bottle and packs of dehydrated fruits and vegetables. Then he took some food – and a rifle, the last grenade, and ammo – to his brother in the cockpit. Fred flew one-handed as he ate and drank and then got his gear sorted. Once he was set, John went back to the cabin and followed his own advice.

"One team?" Kelly asked, leaning against the ship's walls.

John shook his head. "They're only Jackals," he said, using the now-rude term for the vulture-like aliens. "Two man teams. Linda, Fred, you're in charge of the ship's remains – remove any looters, search for survivors. Kelly, you're with me. We're going to board their ship."

"Yes, sir," his siblings responded quickly.

When they approached the wreckage, Fred parked their ship five hundred meters from the Jackal ship, which they could barely make out against the dark night of space. Terry's yacht was utterly destroyed and had broken into two pieces, which the aliens had lit up with glowsticks and were combing through.

The Spartans checked their gear and Fred flipped the bird around to point its hatch at the wreckage. The yacht was equipped with two more emergency pods on board, and the Spartans would have to use them to get back to the planet. The siblings grabbed onto handles as the hatch lowered, dumping the ship's atmo into the emptiness of space.

Kelly and John climbed out onto the "top" of the ship and quickly reoriented themselves, crouching with their helmets pointed towards the Jackal ship. Their armor had rudimentary thrusters in it, but they would still have to aim carefully – and hope the ship had its shields down to allow its looters to get back and forth.

John shoved off, floating towards the ship. He kept his arms at his sides, heels together, so that he didn't spin; he couldn't turn to see if Kelly was following him, but she had to be. It was utterly silent outside his helmet – sound doesn't travel in space – so the sound of his breathing was loud in the confined space.

The nausea of 0-gee hadn't affected him since he'd been a teenager, but with so many years planet-side, his inner ears protested the sudden change and his mouth flooded with saliva. John quickly swallowed, pressing down internally – he'd kill himself if he threw up in his helmet.

The float felt slow but in reality, they were speeding towards the cruiser. It seemed distant until, all of a sudden, it was looming; John carefully righted himself with respect to the ship, rotating slowly until he had to look through his boots to see the large purple beast.

He touched down and bounced off the ship's hull – not, thankfully, the shields. With a careful flick, he ignited the thrusters and hit the ship again, this time pulsing his magnetic soles. If he turned them on all the way, he'd likely tear his feet off the rest of his body trying to slow his momentum, so he hop-bounced down the ship, slowing himself gradually. He finally came to a halt half-way down its length and carefully turned to see Kelly copying the maneuver.

He reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her to the ship "floor." She activated her magnetic soles and nodded in thanks.

"It's been a while since we were last out in space," Kelly said quietly over the radio.

"You can throw up inside," John replied. "I'm going to."

Kelly nodded; she didn't chuckle, as she would have even a few hours ago. John could feel the oppressive soldier's mind taking over again and unconsciously fought it. He enjoyed being able to joke and laugh with his siblings, though the mission had to come first.

"Fred, Linda, how's it going over there?" John asked over the radio as he and Kelly clomped their way towards the Jackal ship's emergency ports.

"No survivors yet, sir. The enemy knows we're here, though – we've killed a couple patrols but not before they managed to get a message out. I think we could be in real trouble in half an hour, if they launch a few more parties," Fred replied.

Linda agreed by clicking her green light.

"If anyone feels queasy," John said to his siblings, "find somewhere with atmo and throw up. We haven't been in space for too long; our bodies can't adjust anymore."

"Roger," Linda agreed quietly.

"We're getting old for this," Fred murmured.

"Speak for yourself," Kelly replied. "I've found the hatch, John."

"Keep contact," John ordered the other team. "If you run into trouble, we might be able to get you out."

"You, too, sir," Fred replied.

John helped Kelly pry the emergency hatch open; they slipped inside as alarms in the purple hallway alerted the Jackals onboard to atmospheric decompression. The two joints to the hallway started closing; Kelly dove through the nearest one and John followed, barely pulling his feet out of the way before the blast doors came down, sealing off the section.

"Where to first?" Kelly asked, pulling John to his feet.

John held up a hand and pulled his helmet off. Before giving into his stomach, he carefully handed the helmet to Kelly, who stepped back prudently, and locked his rifle onto his back. The return to gravity worsened his nausea; he emptied his stomach quickly.

Kelly silently handed his helmet back when he was done and they unlimbered their rifles. "Feel better?" Kelly asked as they walked down the hallway.

"Not much," John answered truthfully. "I haven't done that since our first 0 gee missions."

"Yeah, but you were always heavily affected by changing gravities," Kelly pointed out, leaning out to check the next corridor. "And you spent a lot more time "alive" than we did – the Dyson Sphere did shit to us. So you're technically – what, two, three? – years old than the rest of us."

John didn't reply as they turned the corner and found themselves in a vehicle bay. A few Jackals were standing around, waiting for dropships to deliver the latest loot and salvaged material from the human yacht. The two Spartans moved in tandem and all of the aliens were dead without minutes.

"They've hit some high-profile targets recently," Kelly said, crouching next to a pile of older debris. She lifted a plate stamped with "UNSC" and the beginning of a ship's tag number.

"Or the person in charge on Kalgarro has an agreement with them," John replied, nudging an intact oxygen canister with his foot. It, too, had a UNSC stamp. The things were highly volatile if handled roughly; they almost always blew up first when a ship got attacked.

"That's bad news." Kelly stood and they continued onwards into the belly of the ship.

The next group the Spartans came across was obviously made of low-status engineer Jackals, if such a term could apply to the fumble-fingered vultures. Kelly shot them down quickly and John kicked each body as they passed to ensure they were truly dead. He sank another bullet into the head of one when it twitched.

John spotted a terminal ahead and moved quickly to it. He hadn't had to hack a Covenant ship since losing Cortana, but he thought he could figure it out. Jackals had to use it, after all, and if a human wasn't smart enough to at least get some rudimentary information from the system, well…

Unable to read the symbols, John hit random buttons until a map appeared. He scrutinized it for a minute and then took a picture with his helmet, displaying it in his lower right field of vision. Kelly did the same.

They were fifteen meters, by John's estimates, from the bridge.

"We should capture the captain," Kelly suggested as they headed for the command center of the ship. John immediately shook his head, but then considered her words more carefully. "If there is a deal between the UNSC snake on Kalgarro and the Jackals here, we need proof. I don't think you made many friends with this colony's brass earlier."

John had to admit she was right. "If we can," he simply replied.

They came to the bridge and John rolled his only grenade into the room; he heard several squawks of alarm and terror before it detonated and the Spartans charged into the smoke. Remembering their agreement to capture the leader, John slung his rifle and simply punched the surprised aliens that he could reach, which were close to the door. Kelly was shooting the Jackals at the terminals – they wouldn't be the captain and therefore were not worth attacking at close range.

The bridge finally fell silent. Kelly and John checked the bodies of the officers at their terminals, ensuring they were dead; then they examined the ones who had been standing. Two seemed to have the thicker, cleaner armor and polished weapons of high-ranking Jackals. The Spartans killed the rest and bound those two with lengths of wire torn from a computer interface.

Kelly slung one Jackal over her shoulder and John took the other. "We have what we came for," John told Fred over the radio.

"Roger that," Fred replied. "We've accounted for almost everyone."

"Survivors?" The tone of Fred's initial reply, however, told John that there weren't any.

"None. We stacked what bodies we could find. We've got Wendy's body, but we couldn't find Terry's."

"The decompression probably pushed his too far out," John replied. "We'll scan later if we can. Get into a pod and prepare to head back to Kalgarro."

"Aye, sir. Are we picking you up?"

"We'll take one of the Jackals' ships," John replied.

"Roger. See you on the surface."

Before they could leave the ship, however, John wanted to destroy it completely. He stopped and dropped his Jackal burden; Kelly halted as well, though she kept a firm grip on her unconscious prisoner.

"Find us a ship to get back to Kalgarro," John ordered his sister.

"Where are you going?" Kelly asked, picking up the second Jackal easily.

"Overriding the engines." John trotted towards the back of the ship, where engineering was; Kelly huffed but turned towards the vehicle bay they'd first found.

John slipped around a corner and fired into a group of aliens. The ones with their backs to him fell first; a third, who had been facing its two friends, warbled in alarm and turned to run. John quickly caught up to it, knocking the Jackal down by simply butting it with the rifle. Then he kicked the alien onto its back and stepped on its chest.

While John didn't say anything as melodramatic as "This is for Terry," he did pause a moment to simply glare at the alien, which struggled to breathe and thrashed its arms weakly.

John fired into the Jackal's face point-blank; the hallway turned wet purple around them and the Spartan moved on.

He found the engine room and observed it for a moment before picking his target – one of the weaker parts of a ship's engineering. Two well-placed grenades would utterly destroy it. He primed the first and tossed it, following that quickly with the second. Then he turned and sprinted down the hallway he'd come up, turning a corner and waiting for the blast.

His world rocked to the side a few seconds after the grenades detonated. The engines had been keeping the Kig Yar's ship from succumbing to the planet's gravity well, which meant that it was now – slowly – entering freefall. John turned and trotted towards the ship's bay.

He turned a left corner and came face-to-face with a group of three engineer Jackals, who were unarmed but clearly frantic. John took two out with potshots and killed the third by twisting its neck.

John's motion tracker crackled in warning and, glancing at it, he saw that he was being ambushed – probably unintentionally. Three Kig-Yar were closing from his six and another five from the front. He was trapped in a straight section of hallway without cover; he only managed to reload his pistol before the first group saw him and screamed their attack, alerting the second.

John turned to face the closer threat and fired; a throat, knee, and chest, and then a headshot took the three Jackals in that group down. Before he could turn, however, he heard the distinctive whine of a plasma pistol discharging and then a wave of heat sparked over his armor. Abused as it was, the shields failed quickly and the plasma melted part of his armor; he could feel the skin of his back tightening painfully and spun, firing as he turned.

But John had forgotten one of the biggest rules of combat when he turned his back on foes he hadn't made sure of, and another plasma bolt to the back sizzled right through his armor, driving him to one knee even as he shot the last of the Jackals in the five group. Through the pain, John managed to twist enough to shoot the Jackal that had picked its gun back up and added three more slugs to the one in its chest. It twitched and then died.

John hissed in pain as the plasma continued burning his skin. Another such hit would go straight through to his spine.

John staggered upright as his armor's biofoam injectors – thankfully he had insisted they all get those topped off before leaving for Kalgarro – halted the burning process, though the damage was already done.

He leaned on his left side against the hallway, gritting his teeth against the pain as he reloaded his pistol. "Kelly, report," he grunted through the radio.

"Got a ship, sir," she replied immediately. "Nothing between you and me."

"On my way."

"You alright?"

"No."

"Need me to come get you?"

"Stay put, Kelly. I'll be there in a minute."

Kelly huffed but didn't come after him, radioing instead to Fred. "Fred, where are you guys?"

"Waiting for you outside."

"Head on back – we'll catch up. Bring the Hawk back with us, too; no sense in wasting that. We'll be along."

"Roger. Med team?"

"Good idea," John replied, his voice tight with pain as he trotted – trying not to jar his burned back and shoulders but having no such luck – towards the bay and Kelly. His armor cut in and out of its responsiveness; the central chip was dying. It felt like he was trying to swim through packed snow when the chip sputtered and died, but he'd moved with dead armor before and he knew that he had to keep moving or risk falling over and being unable to lift himself back up.

Kelly met him, despite his orders, at the entrance to the bay. She grunted in sympathy as she slung his arm over her shoulder to help support him. John could feel shock eating at his control; his vision greyed out and Kelly noted the vacancy in his eyes because she slapped him, gently but still enough to sting through his helmet.

"Stay awake, John," she ordered, butting her helmet against his. She climbed into the cockpit and they were off; John paced the length of the ship's interior to keep himself moving – and the pain kept him alert. An hour into the trip, the prisoners started waking up; John put both of them back into dreamland ruthlessly and probably a little harder than he meant to.

"Brace for atmo," Kelly said through the radio, the only communication between them since leaving the Kig Yar's ship.

John grabbed a handle, though pain raced through his back and he could almost hear the burned skin cracking open and bleeding again. He set his feet and gritted his teeth as they slipped into turbulence and then back out for fifteen minutes on the ride down to the surface.

They landed gently, though still with an audible _thump_, and Kelly shot out of her seat as soon as the ship was level and the hatch opening.

Fred and Linda hurried inside once they were down; they saw the condition of John's back and each hesitated. They didn't want to cause more damage by carrying him, not that John would allow it, so Fred and Kelly gently – with Linda wincing in sympathy as his back cracked and bled more – slung his arms over their shoulders and helped him walk out.

A medical team met them on the tarmac with a rolling table – not a stretcher but it would hold a Spartan in full armor – and, upon seeing the condition of their patient, ordered his siblings to lie him down face-first on the table. His legs below the knee dangled off the end, but being able to relax his shoulders did wonders for the pain.

John drifted hazily, letting himself do so because he knew his siblings would take care of him. They were surrounded by a yelling group but the three Spartans ruthlessly pushed through, guarding the medical team as they moved quickly – hissing in sympathy every time they hit a bump on the tarmac – to the on-site clinic.

Once inside, they wheeled John into the burn unit and ordered his siblings to strip off their armor and wash themselves. The three did as they were told even as several doctors prepared themselves. Burn units required absolute cleanliness.

"Once you're inside," the nurse ordered the three siblings, "don't touch your face or hands, wear gloves at all times, and do _not_ breathe on or close to the bare skin. You three are going to have to pull off the armor as best you can."

"The back piece is melted into his skin," Kelly replied softly. The nurse nodded.

"We'll remove that surgically while you work on the helmet and limbs. Then we'll have to get him standing to take the rest off so we can clean and bandage the area. What's his blood type?"

Fred, Linda, and Kelly shared a glance. "He should only receive my blood," Fred replied, already rolling up the sleeve of his bodysuit.

The nurse nodded, though looked slightly puzzled, and handed each of them a pair of gloves, surgical masks, and booties to put over their bare feet. They quickly donned the gear and entered the small room, one by one, that disinfected their clothing and hair.

Kelly made it first through that room and immediately set to work on removing John's helmet. She carefully unplugged the wires – the spinal piece was totally destroyed, it was a testament to his strength that John managed to walk without its help in moving the individual pieces of armor – and then lifted the helmet clear. John was awake and smiled, barely, at seeing her; she rested her glove against his cheek for a moment.

"How're you doing?" she asked softly as Fred cycled through the cleaning room.

"Drugged," John murmured in reply, his speech slow and slurred. "Can't feel much."

Kelly glanced at his back and nodded. "Good."

Fred started on John's right foot; Linda started on his left when she cycled through. They removed the boots, then the calf pieces, then the thigh plates. The merging plate between thigh and rear had melted slightly, but they managed to snap those points and, as gently as possible, removed those pieces. Meanwhile, Kelly had unsheathed John's right arm up to the shoulder and half of his left arm.

The left shoulder-piece had been melted into the torso armor. Fred and Linda loosened the bolts and were able to get the two pieces to separate a little. They didn't pull them off, though; the trio moved back so the doctors could carefully separate armor from skin.

When they were ready, they packed the burned skin with gauze – to keep it from cracking more, if possible, and catch what blood they could – and motioned the three Spartans forward.

"John?" Kelly asked softly. John opened his eyes again, focusing on her after a few seconds of searching. "You're going to need to stand up."

John nodded and, moving slowly, braced himself on the table. Linda held the back piece, trying to keep it from moving until he was ready, while Fred held onto the chest piece. Kelly had charge of the shoulder pieces that hadn't come off originally.

With his siblings in place, John pushed himself upwards, hissing in pain. Several pieces of thin gauze turned red immediately. Fred pulled the chest piece off; Kelly did the same with the shoulder. At the same time, Linda simply took a step back with the burned, twisted piece of back armor; John hissed again as, with a wet sound, it released him.

"Alright, lie back down," Kelly ordered, tossing the shoulder pieces aside. John carefully lowered himself back onto his stomach and put his arms on the braces that would hold them in a relaxed position to encourage healing of his shoulders and back.

With the back piece off, everyone saw the extent of the damage. The burned skin was worst over the left side, especially the shoulder-blade. Under the bandages, most of the skin had turned black – third-degree burns. Farther out, the heat had caused second-degree burns, which were, even as they watched, oozing clear fluid. The black bodysuit hid the burns beyond the shoulder and upper back.

Kelly sat on the floor in front of John; the doctors attached a device to the head of the table which allowed John to straighten his neck and breathe more easily. Kelly stayed there, out of the way, with John's breath – slow and even, more so than natural, as he controlled the occasional twitch of pain – ruffling her hair gently.

Linda stood in a corner, ready to assist if necessary, while Fred let one of the doctors draw blood from his arm and store it in a sterile bag against need. John wasn't bleeding much, but he would slowly bleed as he healed and might need the extra blood.

Two doctors worked slowly and carefully on John's back. They first cut away his body suit to expose the full extent of the burns and then gently applied a cooling anti-infection cream that made John sigh quietly in relief. They let the stuff set for a few minutes as it loosened the dead skin and then – as gently as possible – wiped it off.

Once the loosest dead skin had been removed and, in several places, clean muscle showed through, the doctors began gently cutting away the remaining areas that they could, taking pieces of skin from the rest of John's body to cover the worst parts.

It took nearly three hours for the doctors to finish with the worst of the burns; John was tensing up badly enough that they decided he needed a break from the procedure and gave him another dose of narcotics before leaving. His siblings stayed, however.

"How do you feel?" Kelly asked as Linda and Fred joined her on the floor. John cracked open an eye; they could see the narcotic dilation of his pupil.

"Like a patchwork quilt," he murmured in reply, his voice hoarse.

Kelly smiled tightly. "You're going to look like one," she replied. "What happened?"

"Ambush – I don't think it was intentional. Turned my back on an injured Jackal."

"That was stupid."

John eyed her, trying to come up with a response.

"Kelly," Linda sighed. "I think he knows that. And he doesn't need you riling him up right now."

"You're right." Kelly gently touched John's cheek with a fingertip; he smiled gently. "I'm sorry."

"You should sleep, John," Fred said quietly. "You'll need your strength to heal."

John hummed quietly. "You three will need to handle damage control," he murmured. "The brass will want our heads for this."

"We can handle it."

"And someone should check on the kids."

"John, we'll do it. Go to sleep."

"And go back to what's left and salvage. Where are the prisoners?" John tensed slightly and hissed in pain; all three of his siblings glared at him until he smiled sheepishly.

"We'll _handle_ it, but not until you get to sleep," Fred promised. "The prisoners were secured by some friends of ours who I know I can trust – former trainees we had."

"IVs?" John asked curiously.

"No, but good Marines all the same. Trust us, John. Go to sleep."

John sighed but closed his eyes again, relaxing further. Linda and Fred left, telling Kelly to stay with their brother.

Fred headed for the airfield, where his former students had secured the two Kig Yar prisoners. Linda headed for the command center to do damage control, as much as possible.

"Sir!" two guards barked in greeting when Fred approached their hangar. "Your guests have been secured, sir."

"Thank you," Fred replied, heading inside. Another man met him at the door and led him down into the basement, where the two Kig Yar had been hot-tied and bound to the grating in the floor, since there were no cells.

The prisoners warbled in alarm as Fred nudged them with a foot to ensure they were alive. The Spartan turned to his guide and nodded to the door; the man glanced at the Jackals, then at Fred's knife strapped to his hip, and darted out the door.

Fred repositioned the aliens so they could see each other. He stripped them of their helmets and torso armor; they hadn't been wearing shields and either Kelly or John disarmed them or they hadn't had weapons on their own ship. Then he simply watched them for a while, flipping his knife idly in one hand as they grew more and more nervous.

Meanwhile, Linda couldn't help but wish she had more than her skin-tight black bodysuit to wear, but with the ship's destruction, their clothing – including their formal uniforms – was gone. She stood straight, nevertheless, and ignored the eyeing from soldiers on the base as she strode from the clinic to the headquarters.

The secretary stared at her as Linda walked up to the desk. "I'm looking for the commander," she told the woman, who opened her mouth and then closed it again.

"Uh… Well, he's probably still in his office…" She pointed down the same hallway Linda had already visited with John in armor. "Um, where… Are… Do you have clothes?"

"Destroyed with our ship, so we will be requisitioning what we require from your supplies as soon as can," Linda replied stoically, heading towards the commander's office. She knocked at the door and, this time, waited for an invitation, which was barked in an angry tone.

"Come in, come in!" a man's voice yelled through the door. Linda opened it and stepped inside, coming to attention. "What the – who are _you_?" the man asked, ignoring her salute.

"Sir, Master Chief Petty Officer Linda-058."

"A fucking Spartan." The man scowled, glaring at her from across the desk. "And it was your damn leader who busted in here earlier, I suppose."

"Lieutenant Commander John-117 and I spoke to you earlier," Linda allowed.

"Yeah, I'd heard you guys are losing your touch. Disrespecting superior officers – _stealing_ military equipment."

Linda frowned; the expression made the man halt and the Spartan chose to interpret that as a chance to respond. "Sir, we had an emergency situation. We are authorized through NavSpecWep to requisition-"

"NavSpecWep?" The man snarled angrily. "They're always stepping on toes, thinking they're so fucking special. What've they got? Some fancy bombs and wind-up soldiers." He glared at Linda. "Wind-up soldiers, you hear?"

"Yes, sir." Linda had heard it all before and didn't let it bother her.

"Who can't even dress themselves properly. I should court-martial you for so many things I can't even name them all!"

"Well, sir, you are certainly welcome to try." Linda was getting very fed-up with the man's inflated sense of self. "But I will warn you that we 'wind-up soldiers' – we are Spartans, sir, and for the sake of my fallen siblings, I will hold you to remembering that and damn the consequences – have _many_ allies, human and otherwise. And since we have evidence of illegal dealings with the same pirates that killed former Fleet Admiral Terrence Hood, you may be sure that _we_ will be filing our report as soon as Fred is finished extracting information from our prisoners."

The man turned white as a sheet and stammered. "P-prisoners?"

"I understand they were high-ranking officers of the Kig Yar ship," Linda replied stoically. "Fred should be just about finished with them."

"Prisoners are to be-"

"Reported to the commanding officer for final disposition, yes, sir," Linda interrupted. "Yet the circumstances warranted otherwise, and Lieutenant Fred-104 is fully capable and certified to question them. We felt that no time should be wasted and did not wish for… accidents… to befall our guests."

The man was quickly recovering from shock and turning back towards anger again. He glared – it was probably an impressive expression that cowed everyone else on the base, but Linda couldn't feel anything but contempt.

"Now, listen here, you upsized bitch-"

"Sir, not only am I getting _very_ tired of the insults you have addressed towards myself, my siblings, and the Spartan program, but I am only here in courtesy and will leave without regrets if you continue to harass and attempt to bully me." She stepped closer. "My commander is badly injured, sir, and you would do well to remember that I can easily turn this entire base inside out."

"Are you threaten-"

"I do not threaten, sir; I am simply making you an offer."

"Get out of my office," the man snarled. "If I see you again, I will clap you in irons and to hell with all four of you!"

"If you have extra-large irons, sir, you are welcome to try, though most of your soldiers here _we_ trained." The man turned white again, then purple in rage. "I would be interested to see _who_ they would actually clap in irons, should you give the order to imprison four Spartans, including a critical-condition Lieutenant Commander."

"Get out!" the man screamed, slamming his fist onto his desk.

Linda saluted and let herself out. She ignored the man when he followed her, screaming at her back, though most of the soldiers in the lobby stared in amazement and no little puzzlement when he snapped at a pair of military policemen to "clap the bitch in irons." Linda left quickly as the men were trying to figure out whether or not to obey their senior officer, who was nearly frothing at the mouth.


	17. Recovery

**Chapter 17: Recovery**

Linda let herself into the clinic and a nurse escorted her to the burn unit again. She cycled through the disinfecting room and then into the main room; someone had cranked up the temperature so that it was warm enough to be uncomfortable.

Kelly was still sitting under John's head; two doctors were working quickly but carefully on his back, another pair of nurses standing by with supplies and to blot the doctors' brows when necessary. Linda touched Kelly on the shoulder; she opened her eyes and looked up tiredly.

"How's he doing?" Linda murmured, pulling her sister to her feet.

"Not too hot," Kelly admitted. "He's burning with fever – docs think there might be an injection already. We've put him under." She rested her hand on the back of John's neck; Linda silently clasped her shoulders.

"Come on," Linda murmured. "We should let the docs work, and we need to get some clothing for everyone."

Kelly frowned, shaking her head. "I'll stay here with him."

"Kelly, I need your help. The CO is _really_ pissed. He won't – he can't – touch John in here, but he still can go after you, me, and Fred – and the children. When he gets his wits back, he _will_ take them. We need to call Wendy's brother and get him to take the children into his custody _now_."

"Alright," Kelly agreed reluctantly. "Let's get the kids first. We can worry about clothing for us later."

Linda nodded in agreement and the pair headed out of the burn unit with a quiet farewell to their brother. Kelly stopped the first nurse they found. "We brought in three children – where are they?" she asked brusquely.

"Uh…" The nurse suddenly nodded in recognition. "Oh, they're in the pediatric ward – this way." She led the sisters to a brightly-colored wing of the clinic and pointed out three doors. Kelly went into the first and found Kade, sitting up in a hospital bed, sniffling quietly as he twisted the sheets. Upon her entrance, the usually-stoic boy threw himself onto the Spartan with a cry of relief and sorrow.

"It's… I'm here, Kade," Kelly murmured, holding the boy gently. "We need to get you out of here." Kade didn't reply except to cling to the Spartan harder.

"Don't leave," he begged in a whisper a few minutes later when she'd gotten him a little calmed down. "Please, please don't leave us."

"Oh, hon." Kelly smoothed his hair back. "We won't. But we're facing quite a bit of trouble here, and we need to get you to a safe place. Your uncle is going to come pick you up."

"No, please, I want to stay with you," Kade sobbed.

"I know you do, Kade – and I want to keep you safe. But I can't here. Your uncle can protect you now better than I can."

"But Kelly-"

"Shhh, Kade. It has to be this way. We'll come for as soon as we can. We won't ever leave you, not really. But sometimes we can't always have exactly what we want."

Kade tried to compose himself but just ended up holding his breath as he tried not to sob. "It's alright, child," Kelly said gently. "You have every reason to cry. Come on, time to get your siblings."

Linda already had Lucy, who clung to the woman unhappily. Kade stood next to Linda and clung to one of her hands while Kelly went to get Jonathan.

The toddler was curled up in the corner unhappily; when Kelly approached him, he sniffled and yelled, "Go away!"

"Jonathan, it's me," Kelly murmured.

"No, go away!" the boy screamed angrily, curling further into the corner. "I hate you! I hate all of you!"

"Jonathan," Kelly started; the boy didn't let her finish.

"You left me!" The boy cried harder; Kelly frowned. The toddler was in danger of hurting himself from the force of his sobbing.

"Jonathan, please calm down," Kelly said gently, gathering the boy up despite his struggling. "Your uncle is going to come get you."

"You're going to put me to sleep again," Jonathan cried angrily. "I hate you! I _hate _you!"

"Hate or love us, Jonathan, _we_ still love you, and we're trying to keep you safe." Kelly stood.

"I wanna see John!" the boy shrieked.

"You can't, Jonathan. He's badly injured and needs his rest."

Jonathan froze and then sobbed again. "J-John's hurt?" he cried.

Kelly sighed quietly. She'd messed up, telling the boy that; but she nodded. "We went back and he got hurt," she explained quietly. Jonathan started squirming again, almost franticly; Kelly gently but firmly held onto him. "Jonathan, stop squirming," she ordered firmly. The boy clung to her after a moment, crying harder.

Kelly sighed and stepped out of the room; Linda glanced sympathetically at the boy and led the way to the front lobby with the three children. Kelly took charge of the three children while Linda went up to the front desk and used their phone to raise the childrens' uncle, who was already on his way.

"Bobby speaking." The man's voice was thickly accented.

"Bobby, this is Linda," Linda said.

"Oh, nice to hear from you!" The man sounded cheerful, which made Linda lean against the counter as she tried to figure out how she could bear to ruin his happiness. "I'm just a few minutes out, where-"

"Bobby," Linda interrupted, "we've got a major problem."

Apparently he read something in her tone because he paused for a minute and then replied quietly, "What's happened?"

Linda looked across the lobby at Kelly, who had Jonathan in one arm, Lucy in her lap, and Kade curled up next to her on the floor. "We were attacked by pirates when we came out of Slipspace," she murmured into the phone. Bobby's silent shock lasted long enough for Linda to continue speaking. "We could only save the kids. We're at the base's hospital – can you come get them?"

"O-of course…" Bobby's voice was thick with shock and dismay. "What about…?"

"Terry and Wendy died." Bobby sobbed into the phone. "We can't find any of the crew. John's in surgery – we… I'll tell you later, just get here soon. We've made enemies and the commander here might try and take us all into custody. We need to get the kids away."

"I… I understand. He's a bastard, Linda. Watch yourself."

"See you soon."

"Right."

Linda hung up the phone and went back to her sister. She took Lucy back and sat down facing Kelly; Kade climbed into Kelly's lap in the absence of his sister and pressed against her sadly. They sat in silence, broken by the occasional sniffle or sob from Jonathan and Lucy, until the lobby door whisked open and a man entered.

He looked like a male version of Wendy, which made both Spartans' hearts contract painfully for a moment. His shoulder-length blonde hair hadn't started greying with age – he was several years younger than his sister – and his skin was firm and tanned due to his job as a farmhand. He enjoyed working the land by hand, and Kalgarro was small enough still that single farmers could provide quite a bit of the food for the colony.

Bobby walked over and Kade spotted him first of the three children. The boy slid out of Kelly's lap and ran to the man, hugging him tightly; Bobby knelt and returned the gesture. Lucy and Jonathan clung to the Spartan women as they stood and walked over as well.

Bobby stood and held out his arms; Lucy reached out for him, but Jonathan buried his face back into Kelly's chest, adamantly refusing to leave the Spartan despite his declarations of hate just half an hour before.

"Come on, kids," Bobby said quietly when they managed to transfer Jonathan over despite his shrieked protests. "We need to get you out of here. Kade, take your siblings to my car and lock yourselves inside until I come, alright?"

Kade nodded bravely and grabbed Jonathan's hand, practically dragging the screaming toddler with him. Lucy, after a last hug for Kelly and Linda, went with her older brother, trying to stop the tears from running down her cheeks as well.

"What happened?" Bobby asked quietly, turning to the two women.

"We got blindsided," Kelly replied harshly, letting her anger – at being attacked, at losing two people under Spartan protection, at seeing John injured – show in the her voice. "They came out of nowhere and took out the yacht's minor defenses before we could respond. Terry was in the bay with John and Jonathan; he must have been sucked out by the decompression or vaporized – it's scarred Jonathan, at least, and we had to tranquilize him before he would let John go. Jonathan's trying to decide whether to hate or love us right now. Kade and Lucy were hiding in their room and didn't see much, but they're still in shock. An exercise machine fell on Wendy and killed her. Here." She took Wendy's wedding ring, which she had pulled from John's dogtags after getting him out of his armor for the doctors, from her bodysuit's pocket and handed it to Bobby, who clutched it tightly. "The rest of the crew tried to escape in a pod but the pirates caught them. We're the only survivors."

"And John?"

"Plasma burns."

Bobby winced and rubbed at his wrist, where the scar of surgical attachment was plainly visible. "Will you be okay?" he asked.

"We'll survive," Linda replied quietly. "Go, take care of the kids, keep them out of sight. We'll come when – if – we can."

Bobby held out his hands, sympathy in his eyes; Linda and Kelly held his hands for a moment, sharing in his grief. "Let me know if I can do something," he said, squeezing their hands. They nodded and he left quickly.

The two sisters, their errand discharged, shook their grief away, tamping it down with years of training and discipline. Their next requirement – clothing – took them out of the clinic and across the base to the supply depot.

"Commander Verne ordered that you be taken to the brig when you set foot out of the clinic," the requisition officer told them when they stepped into the depot. "But if you don't say anything, I won't. He's been screwing all of us over daily, so fuck him nice and hard. I was hoping the LT would outrank him, but scuttlebutt says he's one grade too low to match the Bastard of the Base. Still, he's a Spartan, should count for somethin'." The two Spartan women nodded at the confirmation of their assessment of the base. "I don't know what you need, but I can find almost anything – no paperwork involved."

Linda gave their list and the two women accompanied the officer – a middle-aged woman with a no-nonsense attitude – into the back room. There, she pointed out the sections and helped them find the largest shirts and pants. The Spartans dressed quickly right there, leaving their bodysuits on under the fatigues.

Then they found dress uniforms and the woman showed them to storage of medals and pins, kept against need (in case a soldier earned one or needed replacements, she claimed, since they had no metal smiths out on Kalgarro yet that did work that small). They managed to find copies of every single honor awarded to all four of the Spartans; the final hoard of medals required almost half a duffel bag, which made the requisition officer gape.

"We'll need to have all our medals on if we overstep our technical limits," Linda told the woman, packing the medals and dress uniforms into a duffel carefully.

"Aye," the woman breathed, realizing their intent.

The siblings packed another duffel full of MREs, which the officer dug from the recesses of the stacks, to feed themselves.

"Thank you for the help," Kelly told the woman, hefting two of the bags while Linda carried the other pair.

"Any time. Call over if you need something and I'll find some way to get it to you if I can."

"Thank you."

The two women headed out and hurried back to the clinic. The few soldiers who did see them were quick to look away and find new routes; despite the situation, the sisters grinned slightly at the not-so-subtle avoidance. Before hearing about the Commander's orders, it would have annoyed them; but knowing that the intent behind the soldiers' actions was respect rather than disgust, it amused the pair – and made them grateful that they had spent time training so many soldiers that they had allies.

They cycled through the small room to get into John's unit after leaving the duffels in the hall. Fred had beaten them back and was sitting in a chair next to John, talking to the man quietly. John's back was covered in clean white bandages and the man was breathing steadily.

"How're you doing?" Kelly asked, touching the back of John's neck gently.

"Fine," he murmured in return. "Still drugged up, but the fever's going down again."

Kelly nodded, feeling the flushed heat of her brother's skin. "We got clothing and food. The base is instructed to clap us in irons if we leave this clinic, so we're stuck for the time being. Bobby has the children; they're safe. Requisition officer is on our side, as is most of the base."

"I got the evidence we need," Fred added. "I was just telling John. The two Kig Yar were captain and his XO; they deal with Commander Verne. Weapons and food in return for safety for all ships coming out of Kalgarro or specific ones he wants coming in – like certain supplies, etc. That's why the armory is all but empty."

Kelly and Linda both growled. "Then he got Terry, Wendy, and everyone else killed," Linda said quietly. "Have you sent a report?"

"I'm working on writing it. Wanted to see if John had anything to add. And I need your report, Linda."

"Right." Linda and Fred headed out of the room again; Kelly sat in Fred's abandoned chair and gently clasped John's hand. The man chuckled faintly.

"What do the docs say?" John asked quietly after they had been silent for a few minutes.

"You'll heal, but it'll be a long process – and there is going to be a lot of scarring." John hummed in agreement. "It may interfere with your range of movement, so we'll keep you up moving when it's possible – and if necessary, we'll graft on more flexible skin substitute. But your armor's toast. How did you move without the chip?"

"I had to," John said simply. "I've done it before."

"On the Didact's ship?"

John hummed again in agreement. "He destroyed the chip remotely – Cortana managed to salvage part of it and kept the armor from completely weighing me down, but we both were not at the top of our game when we took him out."

"You never told me that."

"Never mattered."

"It would still have been nice to know. I thought we were done keeping secrets."

"Not keeping them. Just not sharing every little thing."

"What else haven't you told me – told us?"

John sighed quietly. "Can't understand it m'self. Probably wouldn't tell you if not for the drugs." His speech was definitely slurred.

"Well, now that you're drugged, I'm going to take advantage of it."

"Top secret."

"John." There was clear warning in Kelly's voice that told him she was not willing to be patient.

John simply shut his mouth, however, and closed his eyes, dropping into a light doze. The doctors had warned his siblings that he would do that often, with the medications he was on, but she had the feeling he was avoiding her question on purpose and sighed, leaning forward to rest her forehead on a patch of skin that wasn't burned.

Despite her own whirling thoughts and grief she allowed herself to finally feel, Kelly fell asleep in that position. Linda looked in and then went back to the room the nurses had turned to her and Fred's use. She sat down on the cot brought for her bed and took off the shoes she'd gotten from the supply depot.

"How are they?" Fred asked quietly, sitting on his own cot facing her.

"Tired," Linda replied, rubbing her own eyes. She smiled softly as he gently took her foot from her to remove her last shoe. "But they were asleep when I peeked in, so hopefully they'll rest well tonight. Not much we can do until we get a reply to our report."

Linda nodded, yawning as Fred set her shoes to the side and tugged at her shirt. She let him help her out of her bodysuit and did the same for him. They collapsed into their cots, which they shoved together, and Fred wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back to his chest and gently nuzzling the back of her head.

"Good night," he murmured.

Linda rolled over so she could tuck her head into his neck. "Good night." She curled into him and Fred pulled the covers up over them.

_~~HALO~~_

The next morning, John woke when Kelly sat up and spoke softly to a doctor who stepped in to check on John's healing. The doctor gently checked each of the major spots.

"Any special tenderness or pain?" he asked John quietly.

"No," John answered. "How's it looking?"

"Good. You're a good healer. You should be up and moving in a week."

John groaned softly. "Is there any way to speed this up?"

"No," the doctor replied, kind sympathy in her voice. "You'll do best by following orders and staying still for now. Your skin needs to heal before I can countenance any sort of tugging or pulling. But you could use a bath."

"I'll do it," Kelly offered when John snorted in agreement.

"I assume you've taken care of burns before?" the doctor asked Kelly. The Spartan nodded.

"But not this extensive," she admitted, gently putting her hand on John's neck.

The woman snorted eloquently. "I've hardly ever seen burns this extensive – and when I did, it was in pictures of worst-case-scenario. You're lucky to be alive, not to mention coherent." She patted John's head; the Spartan rolled his eyes at Kelly. "I guess what they say is true: Spartans are tough sons of bitches."

Kelly chuckled at the look on her brother's face and the doctor showed her where to find the supplies and how to clean the worst of the burns. John stayed absolutely still as the two women worked on his back – their hands were as light as feathers over the worst of the burns, taking off only the loosest of dead skin. Then Kelly carefully covered the wounds with crisp, clean bandages and placed cool, damp cloths over the areas with minor searing.

The doctor left her to it once she was convinced the Spartan knew what she was doing. Kelly took advantage of the quiet – and John's cooperation – to explore the extent of the burns as she hadn't before. The blackened portion of John's shoulder had been removed and skin from the back of his thighs grafted on in its place; she looked for any swelling, pus, and other signs of infection. Then she moved to the second-degree burns, trying not to burst the blisters – some nearly as wide as her little finger was long – as she carefully cleaned and inspected those sections of skin as well. Kelly moved last to the minor burns and applied more cool cloths to them. Nearly sixty percent of John's body was under bandages and most of the rest covered in cool cloth.

Once the burns were clean and resting, Kelly grabbed a thicker sponge and carefully washed down the back of John's thighs, where the extra skin had come from. Then she switched tools and wiped sweat, dead skin, and other debris from the rest of his body, as much as she could reach without him turning over.

"Feeling a little useless?" she asked softly when John twitched as she gently ran her fingertips over the sole of his foot.

"More than a little," the man replied.

Kelly hummed and tickled her brother again; John growled lowly. "At least you're alive," she pointed out.

John grunted in reply and carefully flexed his ankles, about the only part of his body he was allowed to move, pulling his feet from her grasp. She rolled the chair she was sitting on to his head and ran her fingers idly through John's thick hair. She'd always liked his hair – thick and springy, and it greyed well, unlike Fred's hair, which tended to turn grey in spots.

John closed his eyes as Kelly gently but firmly rinsed out his hair. "It's a good thing we're stuck in here," she said as she rubbed a dry towel through his hair to prevent water from dripping into his eyes.

"Rather be out there," John muttered, his voice bordering on husky as he lifted his head enough for Kelly to wipe the water off his face, his eyes still closed.

"I don't think so," Kelly replied. "Word on the street is that the Commander wants your hide. And ours, but especially yours."

"Fred's report?"

Kelly sighed and slipped her hand into John's. He squeezed her hand reassuringly; she smiled. "We sent it to Earth, but there's probably going to be a delay before they can respond. No one was expecting trouble, especially with us four on the yacht."

John hummed in agreement. "And proponents of the Spartan IV program will point out that this shows how much we've deteriorated." Kelly snorted in disagreement. "Kelly, at my prime, I would _never_ had turned my back on an enemy I hadn't made sure of."

"That's not your fault," Kelly protested. "We were sent off with our old armor – we _knew_ it was suffering. We were going to retire it after we got back. And you weren't thinking very clearly – we'd just lost some of our only real friends, noncombatants…"

"How many civilians have we watched get killed?" John argued. "It's never affected me – us – like that before."

"Terry and Wendy weren't just civvies. They were our friends." John sighed in agreement. "And you were ambushed. The doc was right – you're lucky to be alive. Concentrate on that. And on healing."

"I am," John replied quietly, shifting his weight slightly. "How are Fred and Linda?"

"They're doing well, considering we're cooped up here. A few of the nurses on our side are bringing in food for us, so we're not suffering. The children are with Bobby – we haven't heard anything, so I'm assuming they're alright."

"And your armor?"

"Functional, but not pretty. We cleaned up everyone's armor – including the pieces of yours that are salvageable – and stored them in an extra room. We've done what repairs we could, but we don't have much."

John nodded in agreement. "Did Fred and Linda salvage anything from the yacht?"

"Yes, including our repair kits, but they were confiscated when they landed. I don't know where they are now."

John hummed thoughtfully.

"You should get back to sleep," Kelly told him, running a hand through his hair again. "You've got a lot of healing to do and it's a boring process otherwise."

"You're going to be bored," John pointed out quietly.

"I can handle it. Go to sleep."

John closed his eyes obediently, slipping into a light doze. Kelly continued to run her fingers through his hair until she grew hungry and slipped out of the burn unit.

_~~HALO~~_

The next few days passed too slowly for the Spartans. John itched to move about; finally, after five full days of forced laziness, his doctors declared reluctantly that he could move about – slowly, carefully, and only for short periods of time.

Kelly mostly stayed with him, while Fred and Linda stopped by often but spent most of their time communicating with Earth. The chaos of the distress signal that the yacht had managed to send had put the Earth defense force on full alert, and hearing about the disaster had further muddied the bureaucratic waters. Fred said that a new force – five warships filled with both soldiers and politicians – were on their way; after the Spartans' report on the Kig Yar ship, its captain's dealings with Kalgarro, and the treatment of the Spartans by the base's CO became common knowledge, the UNSC had no choice but to respond quickly and decisively.

Until those forces arrived, however, the Spartans would be stuck in the clinic. Fred was writing down their experiences – and tales from the nurses and occasional soldier who stopped by the clinic with an injury – to present to whoever came on the fleet from Earth. Linda spent her time helping him and sparring with Kelly to keep them both occupied.

"It's nothing less than _very_ impressive," the doctor said, watching carefully as John braced himself and sat up for the first time in days. Kelly and Fred, on either side of him, were ready to catch him if he faltered, but he ignored the pain that lanced through his back and shoulder despite the painkillers still in his system. Linda stood farther away, where she wouldn't get in the way.

"Spartans heal fast," the doctor continued, inspecting the skin that, days before, had been blackened by plasma burns, "but this is an unprecedented rate of regeneration. Can you move your arms?"

John obediently rotated both arms, holding them at shoulder level as the doctor prodded the drum-tight skin. "We'll have to do some PT," she declared, "but you're about ready to leave this room, though I'd like to keep you under observation for a least a little longer. Any pain?"

"Not much," John replied, dropping his arms again. It felt _good_ to sit up. He shifted forward onto his feet and stood, waving Kelly off when she stepped forward to support him. Carefully, he twisted his torso; the skin pulled but, with a little PT, he would be back to a full range of motion.

"Incredible," the doctor muttered again, handing John a paper robe. "Put that on."

John did so quickly; he couldn't quite bend his shoulders back enough to tie it behind him, so Fred did that for him. Then the doctor motioned for him to follow her and led him to the PT wing of the clinic, where she introduced him – and his siblings, since they were tagging along – to the PT nurse who would be working with him.

"Are you still drugged up?" Carrie, the nurse, asked, peeringly up at John's eyes.

"Yes," John answered. "Just a little."

"Hm, alright. You'll burn through it quickly. I need to know what hurts when you move. I can start, though. Come with me. You three can wait here if you like; won't take more than half an hour." Carrie hustled John into a back room and sat him down on a low stool that would allow her to stand just slightly over him where she could reach the full span of his back and neck. She untied his robe and shifted it so that she could see the extent of the burns.

"Wow," Carrie hissed through her teeth, observing the damage critically. "And this was from five days ago?"

"Closer to six," John admitted.

"Still, impressive. Hands up." John raised his arms obediently; Carrie prodded along the edges of muscular groups gently, feeling for extra heat and squishiness. "Damn, do you have a fever?"

"No, ma'am, this is my normal body temp," John answered.

"Hmmm, then I might miss a hot spot," Carrie muttered unhappily. "Any particular soreness anywhere? Something off?"

"No, ma'am, nothing special."

Carrie grunted and then had John moved his arms, shoulders, and back in a variety of ways, watching for where the tight, shiny skin pulled awkwardly. She marked those areas with a felt pen, circling the problem points and making one- or two-word notes.

"Alright, you're good to go. Take it easy – no roughhousing with the others for now. And don't lift anything heavy."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Oh, wait." John sat back down at Carrie's insistence and she held out a thick white tube of cloth. "Arms over your head. This compression bandage will help keep the skin from bubbling." John did as she asked and Carrie tugged the constricting elastic tube down until it encircled his torso. Then she added another over his left shoulder, where the burn had been worst, that extended to his elbow. "Leave those on until you take a shower, and put them back on only after you've completely dried off, alright?"

"Yes, ma'am," John replied, disliking the way the bandage clung to him. It reminded him of his armor, but it wouldn't do anything except hinder his range of motion.

"Alright, _now_ you can shoo. Take it easy. Come back tomorrow morning at 0900, alright?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Call me Carrie, please."

John nodded and headed back towards his siblings. Kelly handed him a set of clothing, including boxers, pants, and the largest size jacket they had been able to find. The jacket would make it easier for John to dress and undress and would be easier to get off in a hurry if they had to check on his burns. John quickly changed, grateful to be back in real clothing, and then followed his siblings back to their assigned room.
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**Chapter 18: Lover's Quarrel**

"Alright, update me," John ordered as they sat down to a delayed lunch.

Fred shrugged, digging into a plastic container filled with carbohydrate-packed noodles. "Not much to tell," he replied. "The fleet is still a ten days away, even though they have faster drives than the yacht. They haven't told us exactly who is coming to sort everything out, but they did say that they'll be bringing new command staff for the base, which means there's at least a Rear Admiral on board to oversee the disposition."

"And the kids?"

"Doing okay, but Bobby's worried about Jonathan. He's taking all of them to see a psychologist – they don't have many here yet, but this one's a retired UNSC shrink and knows how to deal with grief, at least – and Jonathan won't speak to him. Kade's moving through his grief admirably, and Lucy's trailing along behind him. But Jonathan's refusing any and all counseling; he won't eat, hardly sleeps unless someone slips him a tranquilizer, and wakes up screaming."

"Probably a combination of shock and grief," Kelly murmured. "Poor little guy. Bobby's pretty shaken, too. I think he partially blames himself – he did pressure Terry and Wendy to come out here, he says."

John nodded thoughtfully. "He'll have to forgive himself. How about the armor?"

"Yours is scrap. Even the pieces that weren't burned are in bad condition. I'm fairly sure most of it was deemed biohazardous and incinerated." John flinched and Kelly patted his arm sympathetically. "Ours is alright, but I don't want to do anything in it until I have a techie overlook it," Kelly finished.

"Has anyone gone back to the ships?"

Linda nodded. "Scuttlebutt says a couple ships went out there and brought back the bodies they could find that Fred and I didn't have time to get to, and some of our gear that the Kig Yar hadn't moved into their ship. But by now the debris has probably hit the moon."

John hummed in agreement. "And our stuff?"

"Confiscated. Held hostage, really."

John grimaced. "The Commander hates us that much?"

"Or more," Linda said grimly. "I lost my temper with him, and it didn't help that you basically called him worthless before we left."

"I should speak with him," John muttered, frowning.

"Not in your condition," Kelly protested immediately. "It won't do any good. And you're muddled anyway. You'll need to be on top of your game before you face him, and all in all, I'd rather you didn't. We can sit tight for ten days until the Earth fleet arrives."

John's eyebrows twitched unhappily but he nodded in reluctant agreement. "Alright, not yet. But we can't just sit here-"

"That's _exactly_ what you're going to do," Kelly interrupted, glaring at John. Linda and Fred, sensing that Kelly was about to instigate a quarrel that had nothing to do with their Spartan lives, got up and left the two with some privacy.

John growled softly. "Kelly, I'm _fine_."

"John, I _saw_ those wounds before we patched you back together. You shouldn't be moving around – not for at least another week. I didn't say anything before because I thought it was just my lack of recent experience with wounds, and seeing _you_ wounded like that is new to me… But those doctors confirmed it. You healed _way_ too fast, even for us."

"I'm alright, Kelly. That's all that matters." Feeling a little cornered, John stood – but forgot his wounds for a second and flinched as the skin on his back twinged in reprimand for the movement.

"That's not all that matters. Now sit your ass back down or I'm going to tackle you – and we'll see how fast you recover from _that_."

John glared; Kelly snarled defiantly and stood to make good on her threat. Not especially eager to return to the burn unit, John sat back down, his face set into a stony mask that Kelly hadn't seen in a long time.

As partial apology, Kelly leaned forward, placing a gentle hand on John's knee. "I'm worried about you – first, you make mistakes infiltrating the Kig Yar ship, then you come back with wounds that should put you out of commission for a month but you're up again inside of a week. Either you're bluffing – and if that's the case, so help me, I will lock you in the burn unit for a month – or there's something going on. You hinted at it while you were drugged." John frowned unhappily. "So tell me. We're not supposed to keep secrets from each other, John." She looked at him earnestly, wishing he could sense her genuine concern for his well-being.

John brought his hand up in a half-abortive gesture and then dropped it again, his other hand sliding over Kelly's and interlacing their fingers. She smiled and squeezed his hand gently. "Remember what I told you about the Librarian's changes?" he asked softly.

Kelly nodded, puzzled but willing – for now – to pay along. "She made you immune to the Composer. She said you were the next evolutionary step for humanity."

John nodded encouragingly. "Not only me, but the Spartans in general," he corrected. Kelly hummed in agreement. "She planned for humanity to inherit the Mantle of Responsibility. She planted seeds in our ancestors that led to the Spartan program, our armor, and Cortana." Kelly blinked, but nodded; he'd told her this before. "She said that those changes to our genetic code were supposed to culminate in a single human who would lead humanity to reclaim the Mantle." Kelly, remembering how the Forerunner ancillas had called John "Reclaimer," shivered slightly. "She changed my genetic code to give me immunity to the Composer. But she hinted at other gifts, ones she couldn't activate because time was running out."

"Other gifts?" This was new; Kelly narrowed her eyes at him. "What gifts?"

"My guess is that they were on a timer – released at need."

"Better regenerative powers," Kelly breathed, the puzzle pieces locking together in her mind. "Better healing." John nodded, palming his face as though tired.

"I knew something was different this time," he said softly. "I wasn't sure if it was because of the new stress, of watching real friends die, or the intensity of the burns. Like you said, I've never been injured that badly before, not burned, at least. It's a different kind of wound." Kelly nodded. "But when the doctors talked about how quickly I was healing, I can't help but wonder if the Librarian left more in my DNA than I knew about."

Kelly hummed thoughtfully, leaning forward to rest her forehead against John's. He clasped a hand around the back of her neck gently. "That might explain why you were sleeping so much," she murmured. "We thought it was the drugs, but if you were healing faster, it would have taken a lot out of you."

"Which might explain why I'm so hungry," John agreed, a spark of humor in his rough voice.

"What other gifts do you have?" Kelly asked lowly.

"I don't know," John replied. "Geneticists have played with my DNA since I got back and they're still not sure what the Librarian changed. Well, they know _what_ changed, but they don't know how it will impact me."

"Wouldn't they be able to tell you could heal faster? That's not a talent, that's hard-wired DNA."

John shook his head and shrugged. "According to them, Kelly, my genetics drifted – are still drifting, probably. We don't know where they're going, but they're changing. It's a gradual process, which is probably good because it'd tear me apart otherwise."

Kelly blinked, almost pulling back but John's hand on the back of her neck held her immobile. She stared into his eyes, confused and a little afraid. Was John turning into a Forerunner?

"Not turning into Forerunner," he murmured, correctly interpreting the look in her eyes. "They don't think I'm going to grow taller and lose my nose." He smiled slightly, inviting her to share the joke.

"Why would you keep this from us?" Kelly asked, letting John hear the hurt in her voice.

"Kelly…" John sighed, releasing her and leaning back, but Kelly grabbed his chin – almost his shoulder before she remembered his injury – and pulled him back. He hissed softly in pain as his back pulled but let her pull him back towards her. "I didn't really think it could happen," he admitted. "And I didn't want to be different. I'm already different from most of humanity – I didn't want you to be intimidated… or jealous."

Kelly opened her mouth to argue and then grinned ruefully. "You're right, I _am_ jealous," she admitted. "Who wouldn't be? I've seen what the Forerunners were capable of, militarily and otherwise. But," she added when John's eyes darkened unhappily, "I'm more angry that you kept a secret from me – from all of us – because you were afraid that you wouldn't fit in with your family."

John grinned wanly. "I guess when you put it that way, it does sound pretty petty."

Kelly nodded, resting her forehead on John's again and closing her eyes. "I'm grateful for it," she admitted. "Still jealous, but grateful. It was hard to see you lying there..."

John nodded slightly, interlacing their fingers again. "I know. I'm sorry for scaring you."

Kelly chuckled lowly. "I might forgive you."

"If?"

"If you promise never to do something so stupid again."

"I can't promise that," John replied. "I'd do it again in a heartbeat if I had to."

Kelly sighed. "Sometimes…" She stopped and John could feel her skin flush with blood.

"What?" he asked quietly.

"Sometimes, I just wish we didn't have to think like that," Kelly admitted. "It was useful, but really? We're nearly sixty years old now, John. Maybe it's petty of me, and childish, but dammit, I don't _want_ to imagine the worst-case scenario anymore. When I sat in that burn unit, all I could do was make plans for if you didn't make it – or if you did but were crippled by the burns, or if you couldn't wear the armor again. I could imagine that you'd get better, but… I couldn't plan for it, not in the same way."

John could hear the raw anger, frustration, and soul-deep anguish in his lover's voice and pressed his forehead against hers in a gesture of reassurance. "Just a little longer," he murmured. "Once this blows over, we can talk to the doctors about removing our implants…"

Kelly cut him off. "John," she said, voice harsh, "do you really think that, after this fiasco, the UNSC is going to want to let us have that much leash again? The first time Spartans go out on a ship that's not on a military mission, it gets attacked by Kig Yar with nearly all hands lost. Not to mention those same Spartans threatened a base commander, technically _did_ steal a ship and weapons to go back, and then evaded military arrest for two weeks while another fleet came from Earth."

John blinked. "We were acting under orders-"

"The UNSC is political again, John," Kelly ground out. "You don't seriously believe the old "Spartans are trained to remove threats physically" bullshit excuse will work again, do you?" she asked incredulously.

"We were," John argued, sitting back. This time, Kelly let him, crossing her arms tightly. "If it doesn't, Kelly, we have friends in high places in the military – not to mention our evidence of black market dealing. You're being pessimistic."

"I'm being realistic. You're being optimistic."

"Look, _if_ this makes it to trial, we basically have immunity under UNSC regulations."

Kelly shook her head. "John, you're a stubborn fool."

John tilted his head slightly, trying to figure out if Kelly was insulting him or trying to get a rise out of him. He decided on the latter and ignored the jibe. "If you're really worried about it, Kelly, you could always go surrender to the Commander," he told her. "I doubt it'd help, and I doubt you'd enjoy prison more than the clinic."

Kelly's eyes narrowed dangerously and she stood without a word, stalking out of the room. Hampered by his burns, John was too slow to stop her before the door slammed shut. John sighed, leaning forward carefully until he could rest his elbows on his knees and rubbed a hand over his face. He was more tired than he'd thought; he never would have snapped at Kelly like that usually. He frowned unhappily.

_What's changed?_ he asked himself. Just a week ago, on the yacht, they'd enjoyed each other's company, trading banter – and sometimes more serious talks – freely. They'd challenged each other to games of wit, chance, and strength. Their wrestling matches and sparring sessions, when alone together, had become more than a simple test of strength and speed but also of domination, a game they never tired of. And once, they had gone farther…

Had seeing him so injured hurt Kelly so that she had retracted back from those carefree displays? Had she changed? John cursed the drugs that had kept him so out of the loop while healing; he should have been paying attention to her.

_She just needs a chance to cool down_, John thought to himself, shifting to release the tension in his back. _Then I'll find her and apologize._

John could admit to himself that his words had been harsh and cruel. And he knew Kelly had been right, at least about the excuse part, though John still thought she was being pessimistic about the consequences of their actions. They'd acted according to their training – and there hadn't been time to go through the usual channels…

Groaning softly, John dropped his head into his hands, ignoring the pull along his spine and neck as he did so. Now he was second-guessing himself. He did that after a failed mission, about what he could have done to prevent deaths – not about getting revenge and ridding the lanes of another pirate group. He'd done the right thing… _Right?_

Suddenly, with a sharpness John hadn't felt since truly accepting her death and moving on with his life as a man, he wished Cortana could be there, standing in front of him, her purple-blue hand propped on her purple-blue hip as she berated him for his second-guessing. He could also hear her scolding him. _"You did what you had to, and you did it well. Now how are you going to fight this next battle?"_

_I won't wallow in second guessing_, the Spartan decided, standing. He had to find Kelly.

Since the clinic didn't have a gym, John wandered through the halls looking for her. He checked the cafeteria after receiving directions from a nurse but she wasn't there. Then he checked the PT clinic, which did have some weight machines, though nothing that would pose a challenge to even a regular Marine. A little worried when she wasn't there or in the break room or showers, he finally decided to track down Linda and see if she knew where Kelly had gone.

John peeked into Linda and Fred's room after knocking and receiving an invitation to enter. The pair were sitting on their respective cots, Linda quietly scanning a report on a tablet and Fred idly bouncing a ball against the wall.

"Have you seen Kelly?" he asked the pair.

"No, why?" Linda asked curiously, putting her tablet down. "Isn't she with you?"

John winced slightly. "No."

Linda's eyes narrowed. "_Now_ what'd you do?" she growled.

"Uh… I pissed her off."

Linda rolled her eyes skyward. "Lords, give me strength," she muttered. "Tell me, John, do you _enjoy_ pushing her away? Because I'm seriously starting to think you've got a nasty sadistic streak in you." John blinked, confused and no little alarmed at the vehemence in Linda's voice. Fred glanced at her sideways and unconsciously shifted away.

"Look, Linda, I'm tired and just want to apologize," John said, rubbing a hand over his face. "Can we skip the lecture?"

Linda growled softly. "Fine, but when you've found her – and apologized, and I don't care how, but you owe her at least a dozen roses _and_ chocolate – I am going to tell you some things I think you need to hear, capiche?" John, a little scared of this new Linda, nodded. "You checked the cafeteria?"

"And the PT weight room," John agreed, trying not to spark Linda's anger again.

"And your room?"

"She left from there."

"Your burn unit room," Linda clarified.

"Oh. No."

"Check there."

"Thanks."

"You're welcome. And if you keep screwing up, I'm not going to keep pulling your ass out of the fire, John. Got it?"

"Yes, Linda."

"A little advice, John? Make-up sex is supposed to be awesome."

John coughed, embarrassed, and retreated. Fred's snickering followed him into the hallway, where he headed quickly for the burn unit. He didn't have to cycle through the disinfecting room, but he paused outside the interior doorway, looking through the small window into the room.

Kelly was there, sure enough, sitting hunched over on a stool, her back to the door. The room was utterly clean and white, reminding John of the lab where he and his siblings had been augmented.

"Kelly?" he asked softly, stepping into the room. She didn't respond, but a tensing of her shoulders told John she had heard him. He reached out to touch her shoulder; she shifted away consciously and he let his arm drop with a sigh. "I'm sorry," he said, knowing the words were inadequate. They could never say the right thing, or at least he couldn't, which was why they usually worked out their problems physically.

Kelly leaned back after a long moment, her back pressing into John's thigh, and leaned her head against his stomach. He put his hands on her shoulders and gently worked at the knots of tension there. Her eyes remained closed as she spoke, her hands folded in her lap. "I am, too. I think we're both tired and stressed. We're cooped up, our armor's close to fried, we lost everything we need to do something productive with it, the base Commander wants our heads, and to add to everything, we haven't properly grieved for Wendy and Terry."

John hummed softly in agreement. "We should fix the tired part first," he mused quietly. "I hate to admit it, but I'm about to fall asleep on my feet."

Kelly opened her eyes, smiling softly. "If you weren't injured, I'd suggest a spar. But I don't want to take unfair advantage of you."

John growled playfully, narrowing his eyes. "I could still take you," he threatened, pulling her upright and ignoring the twinge in his back.

"You wish," she teased, her good humor apparently restored. Partially to assure him that he was forgiven but also because she had missed being able to touch him, Kelly interlaced her fingers with his and led the way out of the burn unit and back to the room she'd been using.

They moved in a second cot and by the time they had finished arranging the cots together, John was visibly drooping. Kelly gently coaxed his evening pain medications into him – he wanted to resist them, but _she_ told him in no uncertain terms that she wasn't going to be woken up by his groaning in the night – and then helped him remove his clothing so he didn't have to bend much.

"I don't think I've felt this tired since our last long campaign," John groaned, falling into a boneless – yet still graceful – sprawl over both cots. Kelly scoffed.

"Greedy pig," she muttered, gently shoving his arm out of the way so she could climb into her own cot. She had purposefully arranged herself on John's right side; he would have to sleep on his stomach for a while yet, but he could still sling his right arm, which was relatively unburnt, over her from that position. Once comfortable, she pulled the covers over both of them.

_~~HALO~~_

Linda sighed as John scurried away. He – and Kelly – still shied away from talking about sexual intercourse, which was ridiculous because _they_ were the physical pair. Grumbling at their stupidity, Linda turned back to her tablet, but after reading the same line three times, tossed it onto a desk in disgust.

"What's wrong, love?" Fred asked quietly, sliding up behind her and gently working on her shoulders.

"Them," Linda sighed, leaning her head back carefully to avoid cracking Fred's nose. "I just cannot understand – well, I guess I can, but I just don't _get_ them."

"John and Kelly?" Fred guessed, working on a particularly painful knot at the base of Linda's neck.

"Ow – gentle. Yes, them. They're the physical ones. They _can't_ talk to each other; how many fights have you or I brokered now?" She didn't give him time to answer. "Maybe they just aren't working out."

Fred shook his head slightly. "I think you're reading too much into it, Linda. John's exhausted. Kelly's worried _and_ tired. They're just in bad moods, and you know they tend to bring out the worst in each other when arguing."

"I know, I know. Down a little, to the – yes, there." Linda sighed. "Still, I'm worried about them."

"You're not a matchmaker, Linda." There was wry humor in Fred's voice.

"No, but I feel like it sometimes." Linda wiggled out from Fred's hands and turned to face him. "We finally have some time to relax and think over what happened…" Her face fell; Fred knew she was fighting back tears and gently pulled her into his lap. "Gods, Fred… They all died, and there was nothing we could do." She pressed against him and Fred wrapped his arms around her.

"We saved the children," Fred reminded her quietly. "You know that's what Wendy and Terry would have wanted. And we've got evidence that will put the commander behind bars for a _very_ long time."

"It just doesn't seem like enough. We… We failed Terry and Wendy, and the crew. We almost lost John." She shivered, remembering the smell of burnt flesh that had thrown her back into some of her worst nightmares.

"We did all that we could," Fred said, sounding like he was trying to convince them both.

Linda leaned further into him so that he had to lie back on the cot; she shifted slightly into a more comfortable position and then settled with the finality he'd come to understand meant she just wanted to lie there. So Fred wrapped one arm around her back, the other over her shoulders, and waited.

After nearly an hour of silence, Linda stirred again. Fred woke from his half-doze and ran a hand down her back. "Feel better?" he murmured.

"Not really. I just want to go to sleep," Linda replied softly, rolling onto her side and then standing.

Fred nodded in agreement and undressed. He quickly brushed his teeth and shook out their clothing to wear again tomorrow while Linda brushed her own teeth. Nightly rituals taken care of, the pair slipped under the covers together and were out within seconds.

_~~HALO~~_

John groaned softly in his sleep, forgetting Kelly's proximity as he rolled onto his side and then hissed – and came awake – as his back twinged.

Kelly sighed and stirred. "John, you need to take your meds," she murmured, cracking one eye open. The large man grunted, rolled over until his back was to her, and flopped back down with enough force to bounce her.

"John!" Kelly protested, forcing herself more awake. "Medication time."

The big man was having none of it; Kelly kicked him but he simply waved her off, shifting deeper into sleep.

"… John, get your ass up," Kelly snapped.

"Bite me," John muttered, pulling his pillow out from under his head and firmly pulling it over his ears.

Kelly sighed and considered her options. She could either get up, find John's meds, manage to wake him, and _finally_ get him to stop groaning in his sleep, or she could stay in the nice, warm cot…

John's next movement, rolling onto his stomach again, the motion separating their cots, decided her. With a curse, Kelly climbed to her feet, shivering as the cold air hit her skin and seeped through the soles of her feet.

"You owe me, big guy," she murmured at John as she crossed to the dresser. The medication would take care of the pain, but they did make John reluctant to rise, and he was tired from the speed-healing already. She carefully counted out the dose, put the rest of the pills back in the container, and slipped into the bathroom to get a glass of water. She put both on the dresser and then went over to John's bedside and considered him.

_Well, if he's going to wake _me_ up, the least I can do is return the favor with interest,_ she thought to herself.

"Up and at 'em, trainee!" she barked in her best imitation of Chief Mendez.

The speed with which John leapt out of his cot surprised Kelly; she was too close and he barreled into her, knocking both of them over. Bewildered, John couldn't soften his fall and Kelly grunted in pain and surprise as first her tailbone and then the back of her shoulders and head smacked into the solid floor with a solid Spartan male on top of her.

"Kelly?" John's voice was husky with sleep; Kelly growled as she tried to see past the flashes in her vision. "What were you doing?" he asked, concerned, as he lifted himself off her.

"Waking you up, you brute," she groaned, trying to roll onto her hands and knees. "You didn't need to bowl me over, you know!" John was still half on top of her, though, and she was stuck until he moved, since she didn't want to risk injuring him further.

"I thought... I heard Mendez." John blinked. The way he held himself told Kelly that he'd hurt his back – she pressed one hand to the back of her head and, feeling no softness or wetness, wiggled her way out from under John.

"Come here," she ordered, turning John so she could inspect his back. "Is it hurting?"

"Not particularly."

"You were groaning in your sleep." Kelly leaned forward and felt John's forehead; it seemed unreasonably hot, even for a Spartan. "Are you running a fever?" she asked, worried.

"Uh, no…" Kelly blinked at the hesitance in John's voice. "Could you back up?" Kelly obliged, confused. John relaxed subtly. "I'm fine, Kelly. Just a little sleep-muddled."

Kelly stood. She let her vision settle before moving over to the side of the room to flick the lights on.

"That was me," she admitted as she went back over to John, who was still on his knees. "Hold still, I think you cracked open your burns." To her surprise, he seemed to be blushing – or something. He was definitely red in the face.

John held still except for the shivers as the cold floor and air seeped chill into his skin. Kelly quickly and carefully pulled the compression bandages off and checked the pads underneath.

She breathed a sigh of relief. "You're good," she told him, slapping the back of his head lightly. "Are you sure you're not running a fever?"

"Very sure." John seemed more in control of himself and Kelly frowned at him.

"Did I wake you from a good dream?" she asked, smirking.

John snorted. "_No_," he answered, rolling his eyes. "Nothing like that."

"Admit it, you were having a good dream."

"Not really."

"A wet dream?"

"Kelly!"

"Gods, John, they happen to everyone. As I was saying, time for your medication."

"You could have just said so," John grumbled, heaving himself to his feet with none of his usual grace.

"Shut up and drink," Kelly replied in a sweet voice, crossing her arms over her chest. John quickly swallowed the pills, grimacing at the taste, and washed them down with the water. "You were groaning and woke me."

"Sorry," John said apologetically.

"I thought it was pain, but maybe it was something else." Kelly grinned and bounced her eyebrows suggestively.

"_What_ gave you that impression?"

"I've heard you groan, John. It's _very_ different depending on what's fueling it." She grinned cheekily at him.

John palmed his face. Kelly _loved_ to spar and physically prove her dominance; given any excuse, she'd tackle him until he either beat her or admitted defeat. Their one time so far had been fueled by inhibition-lowering alcohol, and the roughness she had displayed would certainly land him back in the burn unit.

"No," he said firmly, setting down the glass of water.

Kelly pouted, but before she could say anything, John reached forward and pulled her into him. "Not until I stand a chance against you," he amended, chuckling softly as Kelly's breath caught.

"Are you sure?" she asked quietly, her forehead pressed into his neck. "I was just teasing…"

"I know the difference between teasing me for something I did and teasing me hoping that I'll do something," he told her, consciously pitching his voice lower. "But like I said, not until I stand a chance against you."

"We don't have to. I just thought… Well, Linda says it's a nice way to connect, at least for her and Fred, and since we're the physical pair…"

"I know the arguments," John interrupted gently.

Kelly nipped at the flesh of John's neck. "Then you'd better heal fast, because now _I'm_ getting antsy."

"I think the phrase is "hot and bothered," Kelly," John chuckled, reaching over to flick off the lights again. "Back to bed, or were you going to try to do something else stupid, like go sneak up on Linda and Fred?"

"Ungrateful ass." Kelly extracted herself from his arms and shoved their cots together again. She picked up her pillow from the floor and fluffed it as she climbed back into the low beds. John did the same on his side and then rolled up onto his side and pulled Kelly against his chest. She squeaked in protest. "John, your wounds-"

But he was having none of it. "They're fine," he said, already dropping back into sleep. "Thank you."

Kelly gave up and turned so she could face him, tucking her head under his chin. "You're welcome," she muttered. "But we're sleeping in tomorrow."

"No objections here."
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**Chapter 19: A Visit from Earth**

The Spartans spent the next ten days in the clinic, with John attending twice-daily PT sessions until he had recovered his full range of motion. The doctors continued to comment on his accelerated healing, but John ignored their probing questions. Between PT sessions, Kelly, Fred, and Linda worked with John, gently sparring with him to use movements that a PT session didn't incorporate.

The morning the fleet was due to arrive, all four Spartans rose early and carefully groomed themselves. Kelly helped John slip into his compression bandages and then the pair dressed in their formal uniforms, which a pair of nurses in the clinic had taken home with them the night before to wash and iron.

John put on his full chest of medals, as did his siblings; they'd reinforced the uniforms with non-regulation pads so the weight of the awards didn't drag the uniform down and destroy the carefully-pressed creases. Then he tucked his cap under one arm and offered the other to Kelly, who tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow.

"Nervous?" he muttered.

"A little," she admitted. "You?"

"A little."

They met Fred and Linda in the clinic's lobby. Linda reached up and fixed John's hair; Fred grinned good-naturedly, his own hair having recently been trimmed down to one centimeter's length. John's, by comparison, was shaggy-looking at nearly eight centimeters long. Kelly's blue hair had been fading recently, and now reached her shoulders, while Linda's fiery mane clipped her ears.

"We look presentable," Linda admitted after fussing with Kelly's hair and tying it back, despite the woman's protests, into a ponytail. "Not great. I feel vulnerable."

"Why do I feel like we're walking into an ambush without our armor?" Kelly muttered as she brushed a strand of hair behind one ear. Linda made a sound like an exasperated cat and tucked the offending tail more firmly down; her siblings chuckled.

"It's not just you," Fred said, flipping his ever-present knife idly in one hand.

"Put that away," John ordered. They could all make out the engine whine of incoming transports. Fred sheathed the knife into the holder on his belt.

The four Spartans put on their caps – Linda nervously adjusted Kelly's hair when another rebellious strand poked out at an angle – and then headed out of the clinic for the first time in over two weeks. They shaded their eyes against the bright lights bathing the otherwise dark courtyard, to make up for the lack of light in Jupiter's shadow.

"Alright, calm and professional," John muttered as they made for the air field.

They arrived and inspected the incoming ships. Two were military-grade transports, nothing special; but one was a decked-out civilian yacht, and John immediately wondered who was aboard _that_, and if it was a good or bad sign.

The base's commander, upon seeing the Spartans, immediately ordered several nearby Marines, standing at attention as the transports landed, to arrest them. Uneasily, the squad surrounded the Spartans; John and his siblings ignored them, standing at attention as the three transports touched down. The air field fell silent for a moment after the engines halted and then the transports lowered their ramps.

John and his siblings struck smart salutes, noting the uniforms with their sharper eyesight before anyone else in the group did. Once the party from Earth got closer, however, the Marines around them copied the Spartans, as did Commander Verne, though he turned slightly green.

The party consisted of two five-star admirals, three captains – their nametags read Jefferson, Matthews, and Nitturuka – and a high-ranking politician John had seen often in the news but couldn't put a name to. The two admirals were known to the Spartans: Terry's former protégé Alan Stewards and another admiral friendly to the Spartan program named Luke Hadenson.

Stewards was a thin, lithe man who walked with a roll from spending most of his time in artificial gravity. His vibrant black hair and youthful face made many underestimate him, but John had known the man since his first actions under then-admiral Hood and wasn't fooled. Stewards never missed an opportunity to inflict maximum damage on an enemy, and if he wasn't particularly creative, his simplistic methods tended to work.

Hadenson was more of mystery to John. He'd known the man mostly by reputation; rumor had it that he had argued long and hard for increased Spartan funding, though for the IVs more than the IIs. He had lost his entire family on his homeworld while he'd been fighting Covenant elsewhere, a tragedy that had aged him beyond his years so that, even though he was actually five years younger than Stewards, he looked ten years older.

Jefferson and Matthews weren't known to John, either, but judging by the curiosity in their faces, they were fairly new captains and hadn't been briefed on the full situation. Jefferson had pale skin that had been tanned recently, and his slightly out-of-touch look made John wonder, for a moment, how the man had made his position. Watching him more closely, however, the Spartan noted small differences in how he moved compared to his fellows and deduced that he was a warrior born rather than made. Matthews, on the other hand, had green eyes and brown hair and an alert but wary look on her face after spotting the Spartans. She hung back as the group approached, scrutinizing Verne, the Spartans, and then the Marines around them.

Nitturuka was a welcome sight; Fred had had a hand in training the young woman. She was clearly spoiling for a fight as she glared angrily at Commander Verne, though to her credit, she did try to cover up the contempt at least. She nodded a fraction to the Spartans in greeting; they didn't return the movement, but she'd known them long enough to recognize the bare instant of softening in their features as a welcoming gesture.

Stewards glared coldly at the Marines surrounding the Spartans. "I'll assume your acting under orders," he told them stiffly. "I'm countermanding those orders as of immediately." Relieved, the Marines stepped back from the super soldiers and formed back into their squad, coming to attention again. "You may, however, arrest Commander Verne for treason, conspiracy, and a myriad of other charges we've yet to sort out."

Verne turned white as several Marines surrounded _him_ and one – none too gently, judging by the wince on the commander's face – slapped handcuffs around the man's wrists.

Stewards turned back to the Spartans as Verne was led away. "And you four – I want a full report, but not out here. Let's head inside."

"Yes, sir," John agreed. He and his siblings boxed the party in as they headed for the base's headquarters. Once there, Stewards and Hadenson dismissed their captains to oversee the transfer of troops and led the Spartans and the politician into a briefing room.

They all sat down around the table and John made the Spartans' after-action report, detailing both the initial attack – he noted the shadowed grief in Stewards' eyes as he recounted Terry's death – and the subsequent counter-attack. Fred took over after John finished and reported on what he'd learned from the Kig Yar prisoners before dispatching them. Kelly and Linda added comments where necessary and described the base's lack of leadership as well as scuttlebutt from nurses and soldiers they'd spoken to.

"Sounds like we've got a bad egg here," the politician murmured, her steely grey eyes glancing sharply at Stewards. "But this seems to be more of a political than military matter."

John forced himself not to grit his teeth – or growl. He could feel Kelly tense, her hand seeking his under the table without any outward sign. "Ma'am," he said carefully, "I believe this is a military matter. While the yacht and its crew were civilian, Terry – former admiral Terrence Hood – and his family were under military guard."

"Yes, and see how well _that_ worked out," the woman snorted. All four Spartans tensed; Stewards frowned.

"Ms. Sanders, may I remind you that you are here by invitation only. This is an internal matter-"

"Bullshit." Sanders steepled her fingers on the table, leaning forward to address the admiral. "I'm here for damage control, Alan, because someone from _your_ military screwed us all over."

The Spartans shared uneasily glances; Sanders noted their movement and the smirk she pointed at them was slightly feral. "But then, you wouldn't have heard about the fiasco you made of the news," she mused, bringing her tablet up from her satchel. "Well, you're quite the, hm, sensation back on Earth. Not a good one, though."

She tapped a command on the table and the room darkened; a 3D room appeared along one wall, two reporters shuffling their papers – there for show; John couldn't see any writing on them – as they faced the camera, faces set in saddened yet casual expressions.

"Welcome back, viewers," the woman said, laying her papers down. "Tragedy stuck early this morning, according to reports from Kalgarro, but we've only just received confirmation of the details. As those who follow the gossip reporting know, former UNSC Fleet Admiral Terrence "Terry" Hood and his family, including his wife Wendy and their three children, have spent the past two weeks on a Slipspace journey to Kalgarro." A picture of the planet appeared. "Originally settled and then abandoned, Kalgarro – on Jupiter's moon Io – will be the first of the New Colonies."

"As many also know, however, Terry and his family traveled with the last four Spartan IIs – code-named 117, 058, 087, and 104 – as protection and, rumors and friends of the family claimed, to give the super-soldiers a taste of civilian life," the man sitting next to her continued. "Yesterday, however, communications with the Hoods' yacht, nicknamed _White Dove_ to protect its true identity when they left Earth, were lost. According to the UNSC report, the last signal from the ship was an SOS before their comms died. Official word has not yet been released about the incident, nor did anyone seem to know more than that until this morning."

"According to a UNSC official who will remain anonymous in return for their testimony, the _White Dove_ was attacked by Kig Yar pirates just after leaving Slipspace. Initial casualty reports listed all hands lost, but updated reports say that six or seven survived – the three Hood children and either three or all four of the Spartan IIs. While information is scant, one report seemed to indicate that one of the Spartans was fatally injured after engaging the Kig Yar ship directly."

John snorted softly in comment, but Sanders glared at him and he continued watching the news report. It switched feeds, the date changing to the next day; after a brief synopsis of what had been known the day before, the same male reporter continued with new details.

"A report filed publicly by Commander Wiccken K. Verne, who was placed in charge of the Kalgarro colony's only UNSC base three years ago, also claims that the Spartans, upon bringing the children safely to the clinic on base, stole weapons and a ship to return to the two ships and successfully destroyed the Kig Yar ship despite orders to remain on the ground."

"Furthermore, rumors of a Spartan fatality have been proven incorrect, though several soldiers on the base at Kalgarro have confirmed that at least one of the Spartans was brought to the clinic not under his or her own willpower, and eyewitnesses claim that whichever Spartan it was couldn't have survived the wounds they saw."

Once again the video jumped and settled back into place. The same reporter pair were sitting behind their low table.

"The deaths of former Fleet Admiral Terrence Hood and his wife, Wendy Salidas Hood, have been confirmed," the man said solemnly. "With them, all hands and crew of the _White Dove_ perished in the Kig Yar pirate attack. Kade, Lucy, and Jonathan Hood are confirmed to be alive and in the care of their maternal uncle, Robert Salidas, on Kalgarro."

"Any sensitive viewers should avert their eyes for the next few minutes," the woman continued, nodding to someone offscreen. "These images of the attack were just released by an anonymous source."

Crystal-clear movie from the _White Dove's_ exterior cameras showed the Kig Yar ship, cloaked again electronic detection but not eyes, as it sneaked up behind the yacht and fired its lasers. The cameras died in a wash of static and the view changed to interior as lights pulsed and sirens boomed the alarm through the ship. The camera feed switched between one of the hangar – it showed John how Terry had been knocked from his back by that piece of debris – and zoomed in on the admiral as he floated out of the camera's viewscreen before turning back to watch the Spartan pull himself and a child, unidentifiable at that distance, into an airlock.

Then the view changed to just inside said airlock; Kelly was already holding Jonathan and sprinted away. The cameras followed John to Kade and Lucy and then picked up Linda and Fred as they left the armory, fully encased in their suits. The feed continued to follow them through the ship, showing John the three Kig Yar that Kelly had ambushed while he, Fred, and Linda protected the children. Then they split; the cameras followed the children into the escape pod with the three Spartans. Once they were safely inside, the camera changed again, to show John gently closing Wendy's eyes, taking her wedding ring, and then standing and sprinting back towards the escape pod.

The reporters appeared again, both trying to appear stoic. "As the images show, the attack came without provocation or warning, and only the quick action of the four Spartans on board saved the lives of three innocent children. After the attack, as you know, they returned to destroy the Kig Yar ship. While images of that are unavailable, we do have images of their return to the base."

John tensed – and Kelly growled – as the two reporters' images faded and shaky video replaced them. It showed Fred and Linda touching down in their escape pod, which was immediately swarmed by soldiers who were soon running to and fro. A med team arrived just as Kelly and John's stolen Kig Yar ship touched down; Fred and Linda ran into the transport and two Spartans emerged half-carrying a fourth. John winced slightly as the camera managed to catch a glimpse of the damage done to his back. The person holding the camera clearly crept closer and followed John and his two siblings to the clinic, but the images stopped there. Thankfully, they hadn't caught the Kig Yar prisoners on tape.

"The middle Spartan in these images is believed to be Lieutenant Commander John-117, the Master Chief himself, and judging by the extensive damage to his armor and body, he will be a long time in healing, if he survives," the woman continued. "Regardless of whether or not he recovers, however, Commander Verne's latest report includes an order for the arrest of 'all Spartans within Alpha Base' for insubordination, treason, theft, conduct unbecoming, and a slew of other charges."

"There are also unsubstantiated reports of two Kig Yar prisoners on the base, though they are not listed in any official memo from Commander Verne," the man added. The camera concentrated on him. "At this time, the UNSC has put together a response fleet, though details on who will be captaining said fleet are scant. For those of you sitting at home, pray that this disaster is not a prelude to more."

"There's plenty of rumors that you're dead," Sanders said, pausing the playback and turning to John. "More than you survived but are crippled. Few think you're alive, which is good news for us because it means your appearance – hale and healthy – will encourage people to see that this was just one big accident and _not_ an act of war."

"Ma'am," John said, starting to frown but controlling his expression, "Commander Verne was in league with those Kig Yar. Maybe not an act of war, but this tragedy certainly could have been prevented."

"Yes, it could have. Which is why I'm sure you'll be requesting a ship, supplies, and crew to hunt down the rest of the Kig Yar pirates. That they exist so close to Earth is a dreadful oversight on the part of Earth's defenses." Alan's jaw tightened at the veiled insult. "And I'm sure you'll want to lead said party, Lieutenant Commander."

John nodded, though his siblings shifted uneasily. He'd been planning on either requesting to do so himself or with a platoon of Spartan IVs. "It's nothing to do with revenge," he said carefully. "But we cannot allow such a threat to exist – especially, as you said, so close to Earth and our shipping lanes. We should also extend our search to Sangheili airspace, if they allow us."

Sanders' eyes narrowed. "I think that is a good idea. And it would prove that you are not "useless" in your old age." She held her hands up to prevent the two admirals from protesting. "Not my words, Spartans – now we come to the second part of why I'm here." She nodded back towards the screen. Apparently, seeing that John was willing to play along with her scheme, she was happy to act – well, if not friendly, at least not condescending.

Another pair of reporters, two women this time dressed in the height of fashion from what John could tell, appeared on the screen. The first one, who was speaking, wore a dark blue dress with silver highlights that hinted at a curvy body under the thin fabric, which clung to her chest as she moved. "With all these reports of disaster on Kalgarro," she was saying as the audio came up, "one has to wonder how it happened. I mean, there were _four_ Spartan IIs on board the _Dove_. One Spartan II was enough to defeat the Didact and the _Dreadnought_. Three-man teams of Spartan IIs have been recorded infiltrating entire Covenant fleets and destroying portions of them."

The second woman, her red dress slashed to show off the sides of her breasts, stomach, and rounded hips, agreed eagerly. "I mean, they saved humanity – all of the Spartan IIs did – but they're losing their touch. I think this tragedy just showed what we all know to be true. The Spartan IVs are the future of the UNSC, not the IIs – and the IIs should be given an honorable retirement. We've got to move on and prepare for the next war, not continue to worship the heroes of the old."

"I agree that the IIs are obsolete, but I don't think the IVs are the answer, either. Regular men and women have defended Earth successfully for hundreds of years. Spartans are a flawed evolutionary step; they're a step back to barbarism that we left behind when we took up pens and paintbrushes instead of guns and tanks. Besides, what exists any more that could threaten humanity, especially with our alliance with the Sangheili? The Brutes are dead or hiding, the Prophets are dead, the Hunters are sequestered on their planet, the Grunts are practically extinct. The only threat we face are Jackals, and the IIs proved they aren't as capable of defeating them as the used to be."

The two argued back and forth in that vein for a few minutes before Sanders turned the feed off. "So you see the problem," she said wearily to the Spartans. "Not only is this a tragedy for the deaths, but it's a disaster considering the damage it did to UNSC PR. Public opinion polls about the Spartan IV program are tanking fast. We need to do something or the UNSC will lose public support for the Spartan program – which means you four _will_ be given that honorable retirement."

Kelly tapped John's leg; after a second tap, he realized she was "speaking" in abbreviated signals and concentrated on what she was silently telling him. "Do it."

"We'll need a fast ship, a crew to guide it, and a support team," John told the admirals at the table. "As well as our armor – our battle suits. Ours suffered irreparable harm."

Hadenson nodded. "You'll be taking my ship. We have everything onboard already. Your armor, tech team, a crew, and a volunteer support force." Hadenson smiled slightly, a mysterious expression that John couldn't puzzle out. "And I stress volunteer; we actually had to turn away candidates. I assume you're green, John?"

Before John could agree, Kelly cleared her throat and said quickly, "Not quite yet, which is why I'd recommend setting another in charge of the mission." She ignored John's confused – and injured – glance.

Stewards raised an eyebrow. "Who would you recommend?"

"If you name another leader, it'll strengthen rumors that John was injured – or killed," Sanders protested. Stewards pursed his lips thoughtfully.

"I'm going to have to side with Sanders on this," Hadenson murmured to Stewards. "Besides, they'll have plenty of time to recover during Slipspace – and they'll have top-notch doctors with them."

"Petition overruled," Stewards told Kelly gently. Kelly nodded stoically, but John knew she was upset. "You'll be in charge, Lieutenant Commander. Any questions?"

"Which ship are we taking?"

Admiral Hadenson stood. "If that's it for the briefing, I'll take you to the ship," he told the four Spartans. They stood, saluted Admiral Stewards, and followed Hadenson back out into the bright sunlight, leaving Alan and Sanders to bicker.

They walked in stoic silence back to the airfield. "Your uniforms, fatigues, and bodysuits are already on board," the admiral said when Linda mentioned their clothing was still in the clinic.

"Could we make a quick detour?" Kelly asked as they boarded the aircraft.

"Where to?" Hadenson asked, though he likely already knew the answer.

"Bobby Salidas' fields. Two hundred kilometers to the east of the city."

Hadenson passed the directions up to the pilot and they quickly took off. On the short hop, the admiral filled the Spartans in on what they'd missed back on Earth, including an impromptu memorial across millions of cities and towns for John before reports of his survival were substantiated.

"Donations to military orphanages have increased nearly three hundred percent," Hadenson continued. "They'd donate to the Program if they could, I think. And adoption requests have increased by thirteen percent, which is statistically significant. Most interestingly, though, people are scrambling for Spartan collectibles."

"Collectibles?" Kelly asked, confused.

"Anything from pictures of you on the battlefield to pieces of your armor that came off in medical bays to bullet casings supposedly from your rifles. I saw a rifle that you supposedly used, Kelly, sell for over three million credits at auction. And a knife with "107" carved into it for eighteen million."

"I never carve my number into my knife," Fred muttered.

Hadenson nodded. "Which is why the collector in question was _very_ unhappy when we proved the knife had not, in fact, belonged to you."

"How'd you do that?"

"The knife had been made a year earlier in Sicily and never left the country." Fred grunted. "Rumor has it that someone has a bloody bandage from John, but they've never come forward to test the DNA."

All four Spartans grimaced in disgust. "Pieces of armor, rifles, casings, fine. But blood?" Kelly shivered. "Next thing you know they'll be sneaking into our house to steal tissues and dirty dishes."

"Don't laugh, it's happened to celebrities before. Usually by psychotic people who think the celebrity belongs with them." Hadenson seemed entirely serious; the four Spartans decided to believe him and Fred glanced at John.

"I locked up before we left," John assured his brother.

They all chuckled quietly; it felt good. The pilot announced they were landing over the intercom and they all braced themselves as the transport set down with a gentle thump.

"I can give you fifteen minutes," Hadenson said quietly, punching the button to lower the ramp. "But then we really do need to get you out of here."

"Thank you," John said for them all, leading the way down the ramp.

Bobby waved to them from across a field as the Spartans descended the ramp. In the interest of time, the four jogged over to meet him near the doorway of his home. "Good to see you," the man said. "I s'ppose you're here to see the kids?"

John nodded. "And then we will be leaving," he said quietly.

"When will you be back?"

"We don't know," Linda answered, shaking her head. "We've been deployed to wipe out the Jackal pirates."

Bobby nodded seriously. "I heard about the Bastard's deal with them," he growled. "I'd like to see him burn for that one." He turned and led them into the house. "The kids are in the living room. We just got back from their psych appointments so they're… They're doing well." Bobby waved the four into the living room.

Lucy jumped up upon seeing them and rushed over to Linda, leaping into the Spartan's arms with a strangled sob of mixed relief and sorrow. Seeing the Spartans had to remind the children of the loss of their parents, but Lucy's relief seemed to win over the sorrow as she clung to the female Spartan.

Kade also rose from where he had been sitting on the couch and Fred knelt to hug the boy, murmuring quietly when the boy tried to contain his tears.

John and Kelly, meanwhile, found Jonathan backed into a corner, facing the wall, and curled up into the fetal position. Kelly gently picked the toddler up, who didn't respond or open his eyes. "Jonathan?" Kelly asked quietly, smoothing the boy's hair back.

Her voice made the boy open his eyes and he watched her carefully before rubbing his chin against her shoulder, burying his face into her chest. She hushed him gently as he shook with silent sobs.

"He doesn't speak," Bobby said quietly from the doorway. "We haven't gotten a word out of him since we left the hospital."

Kelly nodded unhappily. She knew the Spartan III, Lucy, had been unable to speak for years after losing most of her own family in the attack on a Covenant shipyard. John put a gentle hand on the boy's back and rubbed small circles in his shoulder blades as a comforting gesture.

Linda stood, carrying Lucy, and joined Kelly and John in the middle of the room. John gently hugged Lucy when the girl reached out towards him. Then Fred brought Kade over and Kelly gave Jonathan to Linda to hold while she hugged Kade.

"We came to say goodbye," John said after a moment of silence. Lucy stiffened against him and tightened her grip on his clothing. "We have been deployed to hunt down Jackal pirates."

"But you'll come back for us, right?" Kade sniffed, wiping his nose on his sleeve, something he had grown out of years ago. Kelly grabbed a tissue from a box on a nearby end table and offered it to the boy. He took it with a sheepish smile.

"When we can," Linda promised, adjusting Jonathan on her hip as the boy clung to her while Fred rubbed the boy's back.

"When will you be back?" Lucy asked tearfully, looking up at John.

"We don't know," he told her quietly, wiping the tears from her cheeks. "But we will send you letters." Lucy sniffed and nodded, rubbing her runny nose into John's collar.

"Listen to Bobby and do what he says," Fred told the children. "Stay safe." Kade let Kelly put him back on the couch as the child wiped his nose again. Lucy clung to John's neck for a second before reluctantly releasing him. Jonathan, however, refused to let go.

"I'll take him," Bobby said quietly, letting Linda pass over the toddler. The child shivered unhappily, closing his eyes tightly again.

"We'll keep in touch," John promised quietly. He and his siblings exited the house quickly.

When they were on board the transport, Hadenson closed the hatch behind them silently. The admiral watched them for a moment as the ship lurched back off the ground and then cleared his throat delicately. "Have you… Looked at the Hoods' will?"

John shook his head. He'd heard of wills, and even had had to make one before going on his first mission, but he hadn't updated the thing in years. He didn't have anything personal, after all, and no one to leave things to. His siblings were in the same boat, he knew.

"But you know what they are, right?" Hadenson cleared his throat again when the four Spartans nodded in agreement. "We'll have to sort through the Hoods' will here soon, see what kind of things they left to who, and what they want for their children. It wouldn't surprise me if they named you four custodial guardians, though."

All four Spartans stared at the admiral in silent shock. "Just to be clear, sir… You think Wendy and Terry will have named us Kade, Lucy, and Linda's legal guardians in the event of their death?" John asked slowly, involuntarily looking back at the hatch.

"That's what Stewards thinks; Terry had to update his will after leaving the UNSC and they were close then, so he would likely know. If that is the case, you will have to make a choice."

"What kind of choice?" Kelly asked warily.

"Whether or not to leave the UNSC." Hadenson looked towards the cockpit, not meeting the Spartans' gazes. "There is someone on board the _Odysseus_ _II_ who will explain things further."

The rest of the ride was silent as the four Spartans digested the new information. It had never occurred to them that Terry and Wendy would think so highly of the super-soldiers. While the pair had trusted them to babysit the kids for a few days here and there and welcomed the help, the four soldiers were not parent material.

_We could be parents_, Kelly thought to herself, idly chewing on her cheek. _Not biological, but… parents, all the same. All four of us. _She glanced at her siblings. _But would all four of us want to leave the UNSC? _She knew John would rather die than leave the military, the only life he'd ever known. Fred, she was fairly sure, would be willing to retire to take care of the children. So would Linda.

_But would _I?Kelly had to ask herself that question, and she could see each of her siblings asking themselves the same. She thought she knew how each would answer, but she was unsure of her own reply.

_Even in semi-retirement I got bored. And if we retired, we couldn't teach soldiers. But if we don't… We can't subject a child, especially ones as fragile as they are going to be for the next few months, to the rigors of military life. _

Kelly looked over to see Fred put an arm around Linda's shoulders and lean down, murmuring something into her ear. Linda blinked slowly and then hummed in agreement, making Hadenson look around. He glanced between the pair and then looked forward again, a thoughtful expression on his face.

_I don't think I can do it,_ Kelly finally told herself after several long minutes of internal reflection and deliberation. _I will if I have to, but… I will not be happy. And neither will John. _She looked over at him and saw the same certainty in his eyes as he caught her gaze.

_Could we split up?_ Kelly wondered, looking at Fred and Linda. _If John and I stayed in the military, could Linda and Fred retire and take care of the children during the times we're called away? _She thought she knew the answer; all that remained now was talking to her siblings and working out the details.

Caught up in her internal monologue, Kelly was surprised when the transport pilot announced that they were about to dock in the _Odysseus II's_ main hangar bay.

"A word of caution, Spartans," Hadenson offered quietly as the ship touched down. "The crew is all voluntary, and most of them will want to offer their condolences. You'll know most on sight. It'll be different than what you're used to. And 117?" John straightened slightly. "You're acting captain."

"You're not staying aboard?" John asked.

"This is your mission, Spartans. You need to prove yourselves – again. And to do that, you're going to have to take charge instead of just following orders."

The four siblings nodded and headed for the back of the ship, following Hadenson. The pilot lowered the ramp and the group walked down it. John was surprised to see a full battalion waiting in the hangar, standing in formation. The group all clapped into smart salutes as the admiral and Spartans appeared.

The admiral introduced John to the ship's assigned XO, a younger man named David Kent. Kent was one of Kelly's new division of Rabbits, a non-augmented one. He shook hands with all four of the Spartans respectfully.

"Will you address the troops, sir?" Kent asked John quietly when the introductions were made.

John nodded and turned to the soldiers. "At ease," he ordered, projecting his voice to carry through the hangar. The men and women shifted into a more comfortable stance while John and his siblings arranged themselves in their customary arc with John at the head.

"You have been briefed about the mission. You have heard rumors of the situation. To clarify, this is not a revenge mission. It is a mission to track down and destroy all Kig-Yar pirates within human and Sangheili shipping and commercial lanes. I will be acting captain aboard this ship." John gave his preliminary orders to have the troop commanders meet him in one of the ship's briefing rooms once they were underway. Then he ordered the bridge crew to start the Slipspace calculations and thanked the troops for volunteering before dismissing the crowd.

"I'll be your contact at HQ," Hadenson said, shaking John's hand in farewell. "You'll find your official orders in your quarters."

"Thank you, sir," John replied. The admiral walked back into his transport and Kent led the Spartans to their quarters. Kelly, Linda, and Fred had rooms with the rest of the officers, while John was assigned to the captain's cabin. John stepped inside after Kent said goodbye and headed for the bridge to oversee their initial jump.

The room was spacious and luxurious, at least for a ship cabin. The front room had two couches, a soft chair, a bookshelf, and a pair of floor lamps over a thick, wooden desk with form-fitting chair behind it. On the desk was the interface for the computer, on which John knew he would find his orders. The walls had some shelves and cupboards; opening one, John found a row of glass bottles filled with spirits. Going through the doorway, John found his bedroom with a larger-than-usual bed, a dresser built into the wall, and a small closet in the starboard wall. The bathroom had a shower with a spigot that came to just below John's nose along with a toilet and a sink. Towels were already hung on the racks; John pulled open a dresser drawer to find several shirts – in his size, he found upon inspection.

"Liking your quarters, Cap'n?" Kelly teased, walking in uninvited.

"They're bigger than I need," John admitted, coming out of the bathroom.

"Good, because I'm moving in with you." Kelly tossed a handful of shirts, pants, and underclothing onto John's bed.

"Kelly," John started to protest.

"Shush. Linda and Fred have already moved in together." Kelly put her clothing in the closet, hanging it next to a captain's uniform in John's size. "Is the shower small?"

"Yes," John admitted, giving up and helping her sort her clothing.

"Damn. I was hoping they'd fix that. But having clothing that fits will be nice." Kelly glanced at a clock on the wall which displayed the time as synchronized with Earth. "You'd better get to your meeting."

"Thanks, Kelly." John was heading for the living room when Kelly stopped him with a hand on his arm, pulling him around to face her. She kissed him with a grin.

"Go easy on your back. Now shoo."

John chuckled quietly, returned the kiss, and headed out. The ship was quietly making its way to a safe distance from Kalgarro and the other ships to make a Slipsace jump and the soldiers and crew aboard were mostly out of sight, though the Spartan did pass a couple people who saluted him. He recognized most of them, if not by name then by having seen them in his siblings' classes or as Spartan IV candidates.


	20. Epilogue

_What's this? The end? Oh my! I am working on the sequel now._

**Chapter 20: Epilogue**

The briefing room was full when John arrived and the team leaders all stood to salute. He returned their salute and sat down at the head of the table.

"First of all," he started once everyone was seated, "thank you for volunteering. I understand from Admiral Hadenson that there were many more volunteers than space aboard the ship. Second, I would like to squash all rumors of my death or permanent injury. I'll need your help to do that. And finally, we'll be running this ship a little differently than you're used to. I want to stress initiative and creativity while on this mission. Bring me up to speed."

The ship's AI, one John hadn't worked with before, appeared above the table. He was dressed in a toga with a gold pin on his right shoulder and a laurel on his head like a crown. The avatar's skin was deeply tanned and rippled with musculature. "Good morning, Captain," he said before any human in the room could begin the introductions. "I am the _Odysseus II's _shipboard AI. My name is Maximus." He drew a sword that flashed in a holographic flare, offering it hilt-first. "I pledge my service and my sword – such as it may be." Sheathing the sword with a flourish, the AI crossed his arms.

Next, the team leaders all introduced themselves. There were twenty in the room, including four Spartan IV commanders. John knew all of them from training if not personally.

The ship was well-equipped, Crewman Jerry Schwartz announced, for a long voyage. Spartan IV and II gear had been moved onboard and the II's armor was just waiting for a word from the captain to be unpacked. John ordered it to be removed and brought to the assigned Spartan garage.

The head technician, Dr. Sara West, noted that her team was already in place in the garage and ready to put the Spartans in gear. She asked for, and received, permission to bunk them in the garage instead of with the rest of the crew. John was glad to see the woman.

The four Spartan IV commanders were all Master Chiefs. Two were female, Joanna Kite and Kerry Slaughbaum, and two were male, Jacob Leranson and Robert Tuckkit. Kite, also known as JK, had been one of the first Spartan IVs to make it through augmentations and training. Slaughbaum, often called Slug for her mean hand-to-hand skills, had been in the last batch to graduate but had been at the top of her class. Leranson, nicknamed Grabby after he held onto a grenade too long and ended up blowing off his hand, was a lethal tactician with a head for small-group strategy. And Tuckkit, sometimes called Nip'n'Tuck, was in charge of the Spartan IV Rabbit Team.

The rest of the team leaders also introduced themselves. John and his siblings had been part of training each of them, and he knew he could count on them for a voyage as long as this one promised to be. Most importantly, he knew they would keep their soldiers in line both on and off the battlefield and would obey every order while maintaining their creativity and initiative.

"Where are we going first, sir?" Maximus asked once everyone had given their introduction.

"Set course for Eayn," John replied. Maximus saluted and disappeared.

John stood. The rest of the room stood with him. "Prepare your teams. Keep them in training. My Spartans and I will join your teams throughout the day, particularly the Spartan IVs." He looked at the IV leaders. "And begin mixing your troops, commanders. I plan on using mixed teams as boarding teams when we engage the Kig Yar."

With those orders, John strode quickly from the room. He felt the slight bump as the ship accelerated into Slipspace, a smooth transition, as he walked back to his quarters. The ship's PA announced for Alpha and Bravo groups to meet in the gym just as John entered his quarters. Kelly was lounging on the couch upside down with her calves over the back and her head hanging off the leg rest crookedly. She looked up upon his entrance.

"You alright?" she asked, concerned.

John nodded silently, sitting next to her on the couch and pulling her legs into his lap. She straightened out, resting her head on the couch's arm.

"How did the meeting go?" Kelly asked as John rubbed down her left foot.

"Fine. We're on our way to Eayn."

"Eayn? You're going to start with the Jackal's homeworld?" Kelly asked.

"Park just outside and prey on the pirates," John explained, leaning back on the couch carefully. While the burns were healing well, the skin was still tender. "They have to return home at some point."

Kelly hummed in agreement and sat up, pulling her foot out of his lap. "So, what between now and then?"

"Train. Practice."

"Heal?"

John grunted in agreement, standing and unbuttoning his shirt as he walked towards the bedroom. "Our gear is going to be ready for us soon," he told Kelly. She stood and joined him in the bedroom, stripping off her formal uniform quickly.

They found their bodysuits hanging in the closet and pulled them on quickly. "This feels good," Kelly chuckled, making sure the suit fit by bending and stretching out the material. "How is your back?"

"Fine," John replied, tugging on the skin-tight material to make the bodysuit lie comfortably.

The pair walked out of the room and through the hallways. Kelly knocked on Linda's door and Fred answered it. "Our gear's in our garage," John told the pair, spotting Linda sitting on the bed as she brushed out her hair.

"We'll be there in five," Fred promised. He closed the door again and John and Kelly walked quickly towards the assigned garage.

Sara met them at the door. "Gods, it's good to see you," she said in greeting, waving them in. "When we heard the rumors…" She offered her hand to John, who gripped it gently. Ever since being assigned to the Spartans, she had seen herself as something of a caretaker to them. "It's good to see you in one piece, John. And you, Kelly." She hugged the woman gently.

"How is the gear?" John asked.

"Perfectly fine – in better shape than you. I was briefed on your injuries, but there wasn't time for much more than a briefing." Sara eyed John critically. "Are you healthy enough to wear the armor?"

"I'm fine, Sara," John answered. "Fred and Linda are on their way."

"Let's get started, then," Sara said, walking briskly towards the crowd of technicians working on unpacking the crates of gear and machinery. The two Spartans followed her quickly, both eager to get geared up.

The technicians greeted the Spartans with relief and familiarity. Kelly went to her armor quickly, talking with the technicians as they assembled the armor. John, about to step onto the platform himself, paused when Sara laid a hand on his arm. He looked down to see a thin film of tears making the woman's eyes bright.

"We're so sorry for your loss, John," Sara said softly. "When we thought you had died…" She shook her head slightly.

John blinked. He had not expected this level of emotion from the usually-cheerful figure. And he was unsure of how to respond. But he found himself smiling reassuringly as he patted Sara's hand. She stepped back and let him get geared up.

The armor weighed down his limbs and hugged him tightly before Sara connected the wires to the ports in the base of his skull. Then she slid his helmet over his head and John closed his eyes briefly. He felt safe in his armor. He wouldn't admit it to anyone, but being outside of his armor, injured and vulnerable, had been… difficult.

The suit came online and the dragging feeling disappeared. John carefully rotated his shoulders and stepped forward. His back pulled as he stretched but he felt no particular discomfort. The gel suit responded to his commands and puffed up slightly, cradling him more closely.

_No claustrophobia in Spartans_, John joked to himself as he checked his HUD. Sara had fulfilled her promise to Linda; the visor was slightly wider, granting him better peripheral vision. Even better, though, it had a smaller shade over it so he wouldn't be annoyed by constantly seeing a small piece of metal right above him. He had always disliked that about the older models.

Kelly was already in the center of the room, wrestling with Linda. Sara separated them with a sharp word. Looking over, John noticed Fred, halfway suited up in the stall Kelly had been in. Fred waved a hand, his other arm being encased, while Linda nodded in greeting.

Kelly knocked John's helmet with a gentle slap, pulling his attention back to her. Sara glowered at the woman and then threw her hands up and walked away to talk to Linda.

"She doesn't like it when you scratch our armor," John reminded Kelly.

Kelly punched him harder and he grabbed her fists, pulling her into a bear hug, her back to his chest so she couldn't keep hitting him. She wiggled but he had her; Kelly leaned her head back on his shoulder.

"You're going to make me sick," Linda muttered over the radio.

Kelly, without shifting, retorted merrily. "Payback's a bitch."

Linda huffed and crossed the room to the rack of guns. She picked out a sniper and began dismantling it. John looked down at Kelly's faceplate.

"Will you play nice now?" he asked her quietly on a private comm.

"Maybe," she replied playfully.

John grunted and released her. Kelly turned to face him, their chest plates only centimeters from each other. She took a breath and her breast plate bumped his gently. "Anything hurting?" she asked more seriously.

"No," John answered honestly. The way she watched him through his faceplate, however, told him that she wasn't convinced. He raised his hand. "Spartan's honor, Kelly. I'm perfectly fine."

"Alright." She crossed the room to select her own weaponry. Once the Spartans chose their guns and modified them to taste, the technicians would keep them with each Spartan's armor in case of an emergency.

John was about to join the pair when Sara was suddenly in his periphery vision. He turned and she tilted her head slightly, nodding to the door to her office. John followed her inside and she shut the door silently behind them.

"John," Sara said seriously, crossing her arms as she faced him, "are you and Kelly intimate?"

John blinked. While he wasn't sure of social protocol surrounding such questions, he knew they were at least considered crude. And he was technically captain of the ship, making such a question all the more taboo.

And that word – intimate. Were they? He felt a fine shiver travel down his body as he recalled his and Kelly's one time together. But he wasn't sure if they would repeat it. Especially not now, on a ship, en route to a dangerous mission that could last months if not years.

"We have… Paired off," he admitted after a moment of reflection. "Kelly and I, Fred and Linda."

"Fred and Linda I knew about. And I trust them to be smart about it." She watched him carefully. John shifted slightly, uneasily. While not Dr. Halsey, Sara could read him even through the faceplate.

"And you don't trust Kelly and I," John guessed.

"It was glaringly obvious just now. You know the rules. It's doubly prohibited because you're CO and she's your subordinate."

"I'll take it under advisement." He turned to let himself out; she caught his arm, tugging to make sure he felt her resistance. Pausing, John looked back at Sara.

"I don't want you to get hurt," she admitted. "Neither of you. I've known you the longest anyone still alive has. Be careful. There are vultures out there looking for a Spartan head, and this is _exactly_ the situation they need."

"We'll be discreet."

Sara nodded and released the Spartan's arm. He left silently despite the thousand pounds of armor he wore. The woman leaned against her desk, her hand automatically picking up the picture she had had printed and framed. Holding it, she was cast back into her memories.

_The doctors said she didn't have long. Hours, probably. That was how people tended to die, especially if they'd lived as long as the woman in the hospital bed had. The body just gave up all at once. Medicine could replace an organ. But once the whole system started shutting down, well, it was a mercy to let the body die. _

_Sara had brought flowers even though she knew the older woman wouldn't be able to see them. They would outlive her. But it was a traditional thing to do. So she had found a flower shop, bought a vase of pretty yellow flowers of some kind, and carried them up the elevator. Now she set them down on a small counter next to a clean steel sink before turning to face the old woman on the bed. _

_During their last year together, Sara had grown to like the hard woman. She had hand-chosen Sara to be her successor and trained her for this moment when she would take over the woman's position. Sara sat by the bedside and the woman opened her eyes, looking at Sara. Sara didn't bother to take the sick woman's hand; they didn't have the time for such niceties. _

"_Come closer," the woman ordered, her thin voice carrying the hard edge of authority. Sara leaned closer obediently. "Such drama." She sighed, her bony chest deflating with much more ease than it inflated as she fought for breath. "You will succeed me, Sara. Do you feel ready?"_

_Sara knew better than to assure the woman that she was ready and that the old lady could pass on in peace. She would be ridiculed. "I'm nervous," she admitted. "I don't know how I will handle it."_

"_You will do well." Sara was glad the woman seemed, at least, to be willing to acknowledge all the hard work she had put in over the year. It had gone far beyond what she had been expecting. "They will need you. And you will know what to do."_

_Sara nodded. "Will you say goodbye to them?"_

"_They hate goodbyes."_

_Sara dipped her head in acknowledgement. The truth was likely that they couldn't be reached. Her children would be the last to know of her death. "What should I tell them?"_

"_That I died. They know death." The woman grimaced. "Too well, they know it."_

"_Is there a message for them?" Sara pressed. _

"_Not for them. For you."_

_Sara blinked, astonished. She leaned forward even more, nearly crowding the old woman. "What?" she asked. _

_And the old woman on the bed told her four names. Four names stricken from all records, erased from history. _

Sara touched the picture with a gentle finger, smiling slightly. She had inherited the Spartans from their mother, Dr. Halsey, and she knew things about them they didn't know themselves. Things the doctor had told her, stories about training camp and augmentations. The whole truth as no one knew it except the doctor, who had been with the children through the entire process. Even Mendez hadn't known the full extent of the augmentations; the doctors hadn't known anything about their patients except the procedures they were to do. And no one had known where humanity's eventual salvation had come from, despite the rumors.

But Sara did. She had tormented herself, staring at an empty holograph screen for hours on end as she tried to figure out what to do with the information. She had typed in the first name but hadn't executed the search. Something had stopped her. Did it matter, knowing who the four surviving Spartans could have been? They didn't seem to wonder about it, and Dr. Halsey had mentioned in passing once how, of all the children she had kidnapped, only a handful had felt strongly enough about their lost origins to seek their cloned doppelgangers out.

Setting down the picture, Sara stepped back out into the garage. The Spartans had already left; her technicians were storing the weapons the Spartans had chosen not to use this time. She began to direct them even though they hardly needed her guidance.

_~~In the Captain's Quarters~_

"Lock," John ordered the room's security. The door clanked quietly as it engaged its dead bolts. Linda, Fred, and Kelly, out of their armor after a long day of training and getting up to speed on the ship's inhabitants, were sprawled on the couches. John sat himself in the chair behind the desk, alerting his Spartans without words that the meeting was going to be official. They straightened.

"We have an issue with rooming," John began, noticing Kelly twitch and begin to open her mouth. He forestalled her with a glance. "Per UNSC regulations, inter-team relationships are strictly forbidden. We have been lax about these regulations in the past, but on this mission we will hold ourselves to the highest standards."

Fred glanced at Linda and both nodded seriously, though John could tell it hurt the couple to admit that he was right. "I have scrambled room assignments." He showed them their new room designations – each was assigned to a separate room in the officer's hallway. "I do not want ship scuttlebutt about anyone switching or moving."

Kelly growled faintly, her fist curling automatically. "John-" she started.

"Kelly," Fred interrupted lowly, "he's right." Kelly snapped her neck around to look at him. "We could get away with it before, on Earth where we spent most of our time alone. But we can't afford any mistakes. We're being watched more closely than ever."

"Then why not all bunk together?" Kelly protested. They all knew she _hated_ sleeping alone, more so than the rest of them. "It's what we used to do."

"I have this room, Kelly," John pointed out. "And I must be here at all times unless I'm training. If you three would prefer to bunk together, I can make that happen."

Linda, however, shook her head. "It would be better to be seen as independent again," she argued.

John nodded. "Move your stuff and get some sleep, then. We'll start bright and early in the morning. Fred, I'm assigning you to work on close-quarter combat with the troops. Get them used to cramped hallways. You're working with Master Chief Slaughbaum, but make sure to integrate with the Jumpers and regular Marines as well. Linda, you're with the pilots – work with them in simulation landings in tight spaces. Report to me. Kelly, Master Chief Tuckkit requested your assignment to his Rabbit team, so you'll take your orders from him."

The three stood and saluted. Kelly's salute was fully formal while Linda and Fred were more relaxed about it; John nodded in dismissal to Linda and Fred and motioned for Kelly to stay. Once the two Spartans had left, Kelly flopped back down into the couch, making it groan in protest.

"It's going to be hard working like this again," she admitted softly. "I know it's protocol, but… I've gotten used to the new me – new us."

John stood and crossed around his desk, offering her a hand to her feet. "I know," he replied. He would miss her warmth next to him in the night. "But until we prove ourselves capable again, it has to be this way."

Kelly nodded and walked into the bedroom. "I'll get my stuff together." It wasn't like her to make obvious comments like that, but John knew she was simply struggling to adapt to her new situation. He returned to his desk and went back to his work on familiarizing himself with the system, his new duties, and the ship's roster. Kelly waved silently as she left again; John almost rose to give her a farewell kiss but restrained himself.

Maximus appeared on his desk as soon as the door slid shut again. "Well-handed, sir," he said approvingly. John grunted in reply, tapping a finger on the desk as he scrolled through the supply list to ensure they had enough of everything. "Though you do know that none on this ship bear you or yours ill will," the AI continued.

"It's not them that I'm worried about," John admitted, looking at the AI's hologram. A flash-over in his vision made him think Cortana was standing here again; he blinked to clear his eyes.

"I believe the danger you were informed of is exaggerated," Maximus offered after a moment. "From yours years of service and reputation, few would believe the rumors anyway."

"But if there is more evidence than rumors, we would face disciplinary action. No Spartan has yet been court-martialed successfully and I don't want to start now."

"You made the right choice, sir. I am merely commenting on that choice." Maximus smiled slightly. "Would you prefer to discuss less sensitive topics?"

"I would prefer to get to sleep," John admitted ruefully, flicking through another supply manifest.

"You will find that yours hours are longer than your soldiers', Captain."

A file appeared in his desk's mail and he opened it to find a supply request from Sara. "Already?" he muttered to himself, approving it and sending the request to the crew manager.

"May I offer a suggestion, sir?" Maximus asked an hour later when John had finished packing the files into neat folders, mostly for his own knowledge of where everything was. He glanced at the AI and then at the clock and nodded. "Most captains do this work during the day."

"I'm training during the day," John replied.

"Yet as Captain, you have certain duties you did not have before. Certain issues – such as room allocations – cannot be handled by others. You have a duty to your supply chief, your team leaders, your XO. If they come to you, it won't be at midnight. You will need to strike a balance between your work as a Spartan and your work as a Captain – both for your health and your crew's." John nodded reluctantly. "Your absence from the bridge has already been noticed. While your XO can run the ship, he is not supposed to be the bridge's primary source of orders. _You_ are."

John leaned onto the desk, stretching the tight skin of his back. "What do you suggest?"

Maximus grinned again, reminding John of Cortana's cheeky smile. "Spartans are known to be unorthodox, sir, but testing too many tried-and-true traditions at once will not end well. I would suggest training for a short period in the early morning – the soldiers will see your integration as a positive thing and the rest of the ship will have to wait until the late morning to bring their problems to you. This may encourage them to solve these themselves. Spend your lunch strictly inaccessible except for emergencies, and spend an hour in the early afternoon in the bridge. Spread your time and effort evenly and you'll make a good compromise."

"Is that a usual schedule for captains?" John asked.

"No, sir. Most captains spend all of their day in the bridge and do their report work in the evening. You have a competent and creative crew, sir, and we are in Slipspace for now, so you can afford to avoid that. Once we drop out of Slipspace, however, your presence in the bridge will be near-constant. But this schedule will hopefully balance your Spartan and captain duties. I have seen too many new captains get burned out by answering minor problems throughout the day without recourse to their own needs."

John turned over the schedule in his mind and nodded. "I will add one hour of training in the evening as well," he decided. "Thank you, Maximus." The Spartan stood and walked towards the interior doorway.

"My pleasure, sir. Sleep well."

John paused in the doorway to his bedroom. "When do the soldiers wake?" he asked the AI, who flashed back into being on his desk.

"At 0500, sir."

"Wake me then."

"Yes, sir."

John stepped into his bedroom and shut the interior door. The lights flicked on to a low setting and he quickly attended to his nightly hygiene routine. Then he slid into the bed – softer than usual bunks and wider, though not particularly longer – and the room darkened totally. John ignored the strangeness of sleeping without his arm around Kelly.


End file.
